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AUTHOR’S NOTE

Does time split? Is there only one future? 

Theologically, I would probably say yes to the latter, but as a long-time science fiction reader, I wonder.

The title to this segment -- Author’s Note -- is not exactly accurate as most of this book was written by someone else. 

Let me explain. 

After Mr. Zethner died, my mother was given the task of rooting through his belongings to separate the wheat from the chaff for an estate sale. 

Zethner was an old German gentleman (to whom the word applied well) -- a newly-minted scientist who had left the Fatherland in 1938 -- before The War -- and settled in southern California with the American wife he had married in New York. The couple had no children and, after the death of his wife in 1949, Zether had few friends -- except my mother and, by extension, our family. He was still young, but sought no new prospects. Instead he was wrapped up in his “work.”

His gentlemanliness did not affect a certain strangeness. He would disappear into the desert for weeks in pursuit of his work -- which he always kept shrouded in mystery.

When he died, he simply left everything to our family. It was an oddball assortment of everything imaginable. But to be blunt, there was little estate at all.

My mother boxed a bunch of it up and it just moved with her and my father when we went to Riverside, back to Santa Ana, and finally with them when they bought their condominium. Later, my mother decided to get rid of the rest of it and, while I was visiting, asked if I would care to take a last look through the stuff.

While digging through some memorabilia of Zethner’s, I came across a thick, ragged file of papers. Cropping out from it were a couple of rejection slips from well-known publishers (instantly recognizable to any writer).

I was intrigued. 

I set the file aside for a more leisurely perusal and deposited most of the rest of Zethner’s things in a dumpster parked judiciously outside my mother’s condo (my father had died by this time). I took the papers home and promptly forgot about them for six months while caught up in legal hassles over a lawsuit from a local abortion clinic. It wasn’t until that ended in early 1991 that I saw my way clear to return to the file.

Here’s where it gets messy. It seems my Zethner had gotten hooked up with some fringe group of researchers who were experimenting with time travel (I hope I don’t lose you here, as the tale you are about to read has really nothing to do with futuristic gizmos). 

At one point, Zethner was testing some circuits in the would-be time machine and a queasy feeling suddenly hit him. When he recovered, he found himself about a decade or two into the next century -- alone with his machine. It was here that Zethner claims to have met the community described in this book. 

Meanwhile, he spent about two years trying to figure a way to reset the machine to return to his own present (then 1957). When he finally succeeded, he returned with copies of two manuscripts by the man called Foster. One, a scathing indictment of American culture in the late 20th century, the other, a biographical piece about Foster’s own experiences in that culture.

Zethner had tried to integrate the two manuscripts with a third-person story of Foster’s life after he came to the community while writing the two books. From what I can gather, Zethner was trying to sell the work as science fiction. 

Evidently, he figured that he had an advantage in having a real  future story to sell. 

He was wrong. 

The publishers all considered it too fantastic to be readable. Looking at it now, it is easy to see how silly it would have looked in 1957 for anyone to suggest that homosexuals would be marching in the streets on “Gay Pride Day,” how millions of children would be willingly aborted, how taxes would be used to fund pornographic “art,” and how America would become the “banana republic” of Japan in just thirty years or so. 

Zethner must have seemed quite the madman.

Zethner eventually gave up on selling the piece. He died not long after that. All my attempts to find out what ever happened to the time travel experiments and the other researchers have failed. It is as though the entire group was swept from the earth. I will not speculate on that. The manuscripts, however, survive. 

Those purported to be copies of Foster’s work are on a strangely thin but tough, tear-resistant paper that has not yellowed at all through the years -- as have the pages of Zethner’s work. 

You should note that the segments written in the third-person are Zethner’s rendition of the story in the community, the portions that are indented and subtitled are from Foster’s historical critique, and the first-person material is Foster’s own accounting of his escape from the decaying society. 

I have tried to make the divisions apparent by separating them by chapters and the like.

For this book -- graciously accepted by a friendly but somewhat doubtful editor -- I have used substantially the same text written by Zethner. But I have edited quite a bit out of the original and I shall explain.

My initial questions about whether there is only one future or many split futures prompted me to be cautious. Did Zethner travel to our future or a parallel world’s future? Is Foster a living reporter today? (Yes -- but he was in grade school when Zethner’s work was written in 1957) Would the publication of this book with his story end up altering the future? Is there an inevitable night coming for all of Western culture? Or is this merely Foster’s night in some alternative world?

Because of these questions and more, I sought to have this published as a fiction. I took the liberty of substituting Foster for the actual name of the reporter -- in fact, most of the names are changed. The locations of his origin and the community he ended at have been changed. After all, if this is a real  future, I would not wish to endanger the community or others mentioned in the story.

My Zethner’s manuscript also contained all the footnotes to Foster’s assessment of civilization’s fall. These included articles and books which have yet to be written. I have excluded even the mention of these but have deliberately tracked down and verified the footnotes that remain. They are genuine. The exception to this rule is a book called, Abandon All Hope, which is an integral part of the story, as you shall see.

At this point, I must emphasize that I do not necessarily agree with all of Foster’s conclusions, but I found them thought-provoking. I can, however, say that what Foster writes -- barring powerfully active opposition -- are certainly possible  future conditions.

I leave it to you to decide if this coming darkness needs to be resisted now, or if it is merely Foster’s night in some alternate reality.

Paul deParrie

March 1991

CHAPTER 1

“The world is trying the experiment of attempting to form a civilized but non-Christian mentality. The experiment will fail; but we must be very patient awaiting its collapse, meanwhile redeeming the time, so that the Faith may be preserved alive through the dark ages before us, to renew and rebuild civilization, and to save the world from suicide.”

-- T.S. Eliot, Thoughts After Lambeth

“Watchman, what of the night? Watchman, what of the night?”

-- Isaiah 21:11

The tiny chamber was damp on one wall and the new day’s sunlight made a golden aura of the edges of the coarse cloth wrapped around the man’s shoulders. The light came through the window shaped roughly like a tall triangle. Its stone frame could be sealed by a matching piece of rocklike material that swung inward on a hinge. The man’s shoulders were hunched over a sunlit table with a sheet of paper before him. Short, heavy fingers held his pen poised eternally over the clean off-white surface. He seemed to be unused to writing by hand -- though not unused to writing -- and almost afraid to soil the surface of the paper until his thought had been written, re-written, and re-written to perfection.

Slowly his hand crept forward to the page’s top and the tip of the pen nearly touched its surface. But the arm withdrew to a state of rest as a long sigh came from the seated figure.

Finally, he raised his arms above his head stretching toward the stucco ceiling. “And I’m supposed to be a journalist,” he muttered disgustedly to the emptiness.

Again he returned to his writing position. He could almost feel the graying stubble of his beard grow as he cast about in his mind for the right words -- the right approach to his subject. The hand moved back to the page top and to its center.
Introduction

He printed. Then he continued, 
I never before understood the true value of History. In my youth, the quotation of George Santyana was popular: Those who cannot remember history are condemned to repeat it. Both the Left and the Right lavishly used various versions of the quote which they gleefully tossed into their potpourri of rhetoric. Neither had much use for the actual study of History. Not only had they failed to learn from History, they didn’t even know it.

And I? I just drifted along the same pastless canal with the rest. Politically, I was what one waggish social critic described as a “right-wing social democrat.” To some, I was very liberal, but that was only a chameleon-like coloration I had adopted to blend in with my media counterparts. I could have just as easily fit in with conservatives had I chosen Wall Street as my career.

He lifted his pen and squinted at the two paragraphs in the now brilliant light of a fully risen sun. He was continually conscious of the precious supply of paper and he scratched at his beard as he continued to consider his next words. The others had made it plain to him that his manuscript would be of great value to future historians and that the price in paper was secondary to having the work completed. Still, the resources could not be wasted.

He added,

In any event, I have now -- belatedly -- taken the time to actually read history (especially, the history of Western Civilization). Without a doubt, Santyana was right -- but right in a way that was beyond the petty arguments of this-or-that country being “another Vietnam” or some tin-pot despot in the Middle-East being “the new Stalin.” The sweeping ascents and disastrous dives of history are more than evidence of a collection of individual virtues or sins. The real cultural rises fly on wings of beliefs -- on ideas. Other ideas clip those wings. And the shape of these ideas is molded by forces both conscious and unconscious.

It is a struggle that -- in the entire creation -- afflicts only man, but affects all that he touches. In Western man, this pass has been before -- and now it is upon us again.

I must admit that I am no philosopher. In fact, I am only now sorting out what I believe. But, in spite of being a journalist by profession, I am ashamed of my abuse of that honored label. For a journalist to have never read the “journals” of others -- journals called History -- is inexcusable. It is impossible to be objective in a vacuum. One must have sight of the standards and boundaries erected in History to have a framework in which to comprehend the events of today. I had no such view.

History does repeat -- in either successes or failures. The details change and the methods change, but the underlying ideas do not -- nor do the results. But no one will ever notice the repeating downward cycle one is in as long as they have isolated their vision to the subjective cultural myopia of their own time and society.

Western Civilization is more than a collection of stories of what happened in the West. It is the saga of people struggling to impose upon themselves superhuman standards one moment -- and rejecting those standards the next. The standards that all people have equal and ultimate value, that serving others is better than serving self, and that there are immutable laws that descend from “Nature and Nature’s God” all warred within men and civilization against the innate “do what you will” that screamed out from every fiber of each human being.

All this was previously hidden from my eyes. It took the oncoming darkness to enlighten me -- if I may so abuse an allusion -- to the new Dark Age we face. In that sense, this is a darkness bright as day.

In sum, without having understood historical truths, I had no business attempting to chronicle the events of my time. Now, with feeble understanding, I hope that this retrospect will serve to enlighten some future journalist who is more worthy of the name than I.

He leaned back in his chair reading the piece to himself. The opposite end of the 

open made an excellent backscratcher for that certain spot and he used it. The coarse material of his tunic seemed to cultivate an eternal itch between the shoulder blades. He grunted in satisfaction after the third reading. 

I’ll sign and date it later, he thought.

The door behind him moaned. He turned to greet an old man -- though the man was younger than he. 

“Good day, sir,” he said.

“Good day, Foster,” the other replied. “How are we coming on our project?”

Foster caught the “we” and “our” in the sentence. The Old Man -- for thus he was called -- was wont to see that all was done as a community project. “We have no choice but to live and act as one,” he often reminded, “or die.” 

Foster had come to agree.

“I’ve only gotten an introduction, sir.” The formal address came from the impression one had that the Old Man was an ancient, venerable monk with robe and cowl despite the fact that he wore simple dungarees and a grey flannel shirt.

“Fine, fine, will you allow me to read it?”

Foster nodded. 

The Old Man lingered over the text and finally emitted a “Hm-m-m” which indicated his pleasure.

“Now remember, Foster, there is no need to write in a reportorial fashion for this. It is designed to be interpretive. We need to see modern history as you now see it. I have no desire to tell you what conclusions to draw. Your perspective as a non-religious person will be very valuable to our archives.”

Foster scratched vigorously at his new beard wishing he had such growth on top of his head. The flimsy, gray remnants of a head of hair circled behind his head from ear to ear. 

“The hard thing is to know where to start. Do I stick to what happened to me personally? Or do I cover events around the country?”

The Old Man smiled. “I think you must do both. You must tell of the changes in law and public sentiment and tell of how they affect you personally -- illustrate from personal experience. Maybe the best way is to write both this work here and a separate first-person story of the events that led you here. Remember what you told me happened with the Hate Crime laws? How you were forced to throw out a well documented piece on Japanese businesses because it could be construed as an anti-Japanese bias? Something like that. Perhaps you could write them both simultaneously -- the personal piece might help you to focus on your historical commentary.”

“To tell the truth, sir, I’m still not sure if I’m up to this. There’s a lot I haven’t thought out,” Foster said.

“There is no timetable, Foster,” the Old Man replied. “When you want to study more -- the library is at your disposal. If you wish to think -- these mountains will give you plenty of solitude. When you wish to discuss some idea -- I, and the others, will gladly oblige you. We have several projects of this kind, you know, besides our collection work.”

The Old Man looked out the window. “Well, I must be about my other duties.” He turned to the door.

Foster stood. “I’ll go with you as far as the library, if you don’t mind.”

“Not at all,” the Old Man replied.

As they walked down the hall, Foster began, “I know that Western Civilization was based on Judeo-Christian ideals, but isn’t it possible that those ideals could have also grown out of the evolution of . . . “

*      *      *

The rumors had been flying throughout the desert community for days about the man that had been found by the patrol buggy. Regular patrols -- both on foot and, more rarely, by sand buggy -- scoped the area around the community in search of incursions by “civvies,” or those who came from what was still being called civilization. There were ways of discouraging campers and outdoors types from coming too close to the community. Also, there was the belief that, eventually, certain government forces might come looking for them. There was no evidence of that yet, but the future promised only denigration for civilization -- and danger for the community.

The Old Man and the council had asked everyone not to speculate on the story of the man who had appeared in the desert. They would -- at this time -- only admit he existed and that he was yet unconscious and would be held incommunicado until a determination could be reached if he posed a danger to the community.

But human nature decreed that speculation would be rife. Who was he? Was it true about his bizarre clothing? If he was an civvy agent, what would be done with him? Imprisonment? Death? That question was one of several the community had never addressed. If things went as believed, sooner or later something of that kind was bound to happen.

The debate raged, though none had any real notion of the actual facts.

What was known -- at least to those in leadership -- was that the man had no identification, he wore clothing of long-outdated design and manufacture (though apparently relatively new) from Sears, a defunct merchandising chain, he wore a lab coat, he had staggered to the place he was found from the west (though his backtracks were no longer readable after several miles), and he had a serious case of dehydration.

A small medical team, a doctor and a nurse, were chosen as the only ones to have contact with him, and he was housed in an interior cell which had had an exterior lock added to its door since his arrival.

Already, the council of advisors had been in heated debate over him. 

“We’ve got to get rid of him,” said one. “We cannot allow people in who are not screened by the Collectors.”

Another responded, “We can’t condemn the man without a cause. We have a duty to provide humane treatment.”

The Old Man listened thoughtfully as emotions began to heat up. But, though these questions were unresolved, a larger issue was weighing on his mind. All along, the Old Man had maintained absolute and final authority, though he had selected advisors whom he thought were wise and considerate to help him with difficult decisions. But this was the first time such issues had arisen -- and, he knew, they would arise again. Not only now, but after his passing. He was now only peripherally paying attention to the present argument.

He now could see that the simple governmental structure of “Me boss; you not!” would not suffice into the future he imagined for the community. There was a larger question of establishing an interim government that would revert back to a libertarian constitutional form once the crisis had passed. How could such a thing be accomplished without knowing what the future would bring?

Any democratic form would surely fail in the face of the base survival needs the community faced. But autocratic or oligarchic forms would tend to want to retain power even after the “New Dark Age,” as the Old Man called it, was over. He hoped that the remnants of Western civilization would not have to rebuild through feudalism and monarchy on the road back to a republican form of government as it had after the first Dark Age.

“The man’s got to have some rights,” one of the advisors flung out. “After all, if we can’t preserve that about Western culture, there is not much else worth having.”

Here, in the middle of the council’s debate, he muttered out of his own thoughts, seeming to coincide with the last comment, “We may be preserving the U.S. Constitution, but how do we preserve its principles?”

The group stopped talking, as they usually did when the Old Man stepped in with his comments.

“I would like to stop the discussion right here,” he said. “Only now am I beginning to see the depth of preparation we are going to need for the future for this community to survive. We are going to have to answer some difficult questions, as the one you’ve been talking about. But there are more basic ones still -- the question of government, rights, constitutions are going to have to be decided before the fate of the stranger can be properly addressed.

“Here’s what I suggest. The stranger will be cared for and held in his cell with minimal contact for now. But I will draw up a list of some of these essential questions for you to consider, think about, pray about, and draw up solutions to beginning with our next formal session. You will get copies within a couple of days. Is that satisfactory?”

An equivocating grumble arouse from the group and the Old Man pronounced the meeting over.

*         *        *

The heavy table top was made from an injection molded plastic container filled with sand for weight. It was an unyielding surface to write on -- or much of anything else. But sand was plentiful and wood and plastics were hard to come by, so much of the furniture was made of sand-filled, hollow plastic pieces.

“Censorship! It was censorship that did us in,” Foster told the handful of men and women. 

Beads of sweat stood out on his flushed face as he pounded an ineffectual fist on the table. Foster was only marginally aware of the mysterious stranger and the great debate surrounding him. He was immersed in his own thoughts, his own experiences, and his own new ideas. Everything seemed to point back to them.

When he had first come to the room, there had been several small discussions going on. But his passion for his new discoveries soon overwhelmed all other topics and focused on discussion of the path of the outside world. The community was comprised of a large contingent of intellectuals -- who love nothing better than a good discussion.

The room they were in was dark like most of the others. Dusky light came through the small window on the western wall. One of the men flicked the light but dimmed it to conserve precious power.

“I don’t follow,” a man at the table said. “It seems to me that there is too much liberty in speech and press. Public pornography is commonplace, there are no ‘thoughts’ or ‘expressions’ too crude or mean to be prohibited -- or even to bring up a blush.”

“Ah, you confuse the false ‘liberty’ of the infant with the true liberty brought about by self-discipline.” Foster stood and leaned over the table and squinted at the others. His rotund little shape almost looked comic in the pull-over tunics common in the community. “This censorship was censorship of the great literature -- censorship of the truly thought provoking. It was sly -- crafty -- well beyond any arcane conspiracy. Each set of players did what they did with disparate motive, yet the cumulative result is so diabolical that I am tempted to believe those who argue the existence of a Devil.”

Underlying Causes

It seems the most devastating form of censorship was disguised as progressive education. The introduction of “sight reading” or the “look-say” method, originally designed for the deaf who could not understand the concept of sound, was the watershed. Reading ability -- not to mention pleasure -- declined in direct proportion to the induction of this method into public and private education. The “look-say” method makes reading difficult, especially if the text is above an extremely low level. Newspapers reflect this change. 

At one time newspapers commonly ran complex and long running political debates in their pages. In the first decade of U.S. history, one such debate was collected into a book called The Federalist Papers. 

In my college days, this was considered “very heavy reading,” yet our less educated (in terms of formal education) forbears read these and debated them over an ale at the inn -- debated the intricate construction of the U.S. Constitution! 

I and my college chums barely got our debates past the bumper-sticker slogans so common at the time. It was simply too hard to read books that made you think -- besides, it was an “elitist” thing to do unless you read the “right” intellectuals.

In the Dark Ages, those who had power destroyed books and learning in the most direct and simplistic ways. Whole libraries were destroyed. The effects of today’s censors is the same -- they just did not need to destroy the books themselves, rather the people’s interest in the books. 

There were those with vision as the twilight of the first Dark Age settled -- those who salted books and learning away waiting for a more favorable climate. When these saw that the hope of any immediate reversal was gone, they correctly saw the shades falling and planted themselves -- and their books -- like seeds underground. They gambled that the seeds would be safe until the sprout was strong enough to break ground. The gamble paid -- but was sometimes paid for in blood. One can only hope that such of their successes will be the case with our feeble efforts.

Foster seemed to be searching back in his mind. Then his eyes lit up. 

“When I learned journalism, I was told that regular news stories were written at a fourth to sixth grade reading level. Anything more than this, they said, would be too hard on the readers and they wouldn’t ‘feel informed’ -- not be informed, mind you, feel informed. A lot of this was due to the kind of education they had. As people began to derive less and less pleasure from reading -- they did less and less of it. Their kids never saw them reading -- at least, not enjoying it, so they naturally stayed as far from reading as possible.

Within two generations, books may as well have been banned or burned because they were destroyed in people’s minds.”

The remains of the sun had dipped below the jagged horizon of these coarse mountains. The group sat in the dimly lit cubicle trying to absorb what Foster had said. 

“Tell us more,” a young woman asked.

Dumbing

Educators -- like anyone else -- are loathe to admit failure. It is hard to tell if there were any who were aware of the deleterious effects of “look-say” -- most probably were not. But there is some evidence to suggest that social engineers in the field of education like Dewey and many of his elitist ilk were well aware of it and saw it as a means of bringing about an egalitarian future.

When reading subsequently declined, educators scrambled for cover. Texts were “dumbed down” with less effective -- and less difficult -- language. “Abridged” classics became the rage. It was much like the society of Orwell’s 1984 where language was being deliberately reduced -- only this was not done with malicious intent as in Orwell’s classic tale. But even well-intentioned censorship has the same evil effects.

The effects were enormous. It was soon realized that if the schools were discharging graduates who read at lower levels, then the daily, real-life reading would also require more infantile vocabularies. 

Besides the “dumbing down” of newspapers, new editions of the Bible were translated for the declining reading public. Where once grade-schoolers understood the archaic King James language in the Bible, even adults now had difficulty with the new versions which were said to be translated to fifth grade English. School test scores plummeted, so the tests were “restructured” to eliminate “biases” -- most notably the bias against those who could not read well (or at all). But the bred-in dislike of reading inherent in the “look-say” method was not reversed by such hysterical thrashing and the scores still dropped. States, meanwhile, prided themselves on being at the top of the nation’s SAT
 -- at the top of sinking scholarship.

Many other effects were consequent.

The “power-out” signal sounded through the caverns. In a mere ten minutes, all power -- except that necessary to continue “the work” -- would be unceremoniously cut.

“We’d better get to quarters,” Foster said cutting short his diatribe. He left the room and headed down the tunnel to his cubicle. The window was still open as he had left it this morning and the evening chill had already invaded the room. Foster sat on his cot and loaded his pipe from his dwindling tobacco supply. Just as he scritched the match, the power ended and Foster’s eyes adjusted to see the faint reflections in the room as the match light flared from his draughts on the pipe.

The chill was a welcome sensation at the end of these summer days, but the thought of the winter was unwelcome to Foster.

It’s going to be cold then, he thought, Damn cold.

*              *             *

Foster looked behind him down the tunnel-like darkness. The dim light revealed three dogs growling. Their bodies were those something like a German shepherd crossed with a Doberman -- crossed with a leg-hold trap. Their heads were metal, dull and smooth. The jaws were a series of cartoon zig-zags which maliciously opened and snapped shut at him.

Foster was standing there in nothing but his boxer shorts. In his hand, he held a cheap ball-point pen.

The android dogs suddenly sprang into a dead run toward him. Foster instinctively threw the pen at them and one fell yelping to the side of the alley. The other -- the more vicious of the two -- kept coming. It was flying toward him, its rabid, slavering jaws angrily agape . . .

Beads of perspiration were covering Foster as he awoke to his small room -- his blanket lay crumpled up on the floor beside the cot. The cool desert air came in through the open window. Before this time, Foster would have been skeptical of anyone who suggested that dreams had meaning, but now most everything seemed to have some deep allegorical bent. He shook to think of the android dog. 

Outside he could hear the tapping of tools and the low murmur of voices from those community members who had early tasks. He knew that the Old Man would be up and about. In fact, he knew precisely where he would be. Foster wanted to talk.

The man-made tunnel suddenly broke out into a natural cavern. The eerie, elongated cones of the stalactites had the effect of teeth in the open mouth of the entry. It reminded Foster of the dream. The cavern was about 25 yards across and the same in height. Everyone called it The Chapel, though no group religious activities were held there. It was, however, a place of solitude -- an out-of-the-way dead end to an unused tunnel. Kerosene lanterns hung unlit on pegs just outside for those who wished to add a little light to their aloneness.

Foster could see the reflections of the Old Man’s light already in The Chapel. Quietly he walked in and looked to the right where the Old Man sat on an outcropping about ten yards away. The Old Man had the kind of receding hairline that created bays on either side of the dome of his forehead leaving a long, pointed peninsula of hair forming an exaggerated widows peak nearly touching the furrows of his brow. His hair had been sandy in color but was now about half silver. He combed it straight back and it stood out from his scalp forming what resembled a silver-gold mane. The low light of the lantern only accentuated the allusion.

The Old Man did not appear to notice Foster’s entry. 

Foster waited patiently for a break in the Old Man’s prayers. After a moment, the Old Man looked up. 

“Foster,” he said. “Have you been there long?”

“No, sir. I have something I want to discuss with you -- something about the project.” 

Foster’s native skepticism forbade him to discuss his dream with anyone.

It’s just a stupid dream, he thought.

“Do you want to talk here, or shall we go elsewhere?”

“Here is fine. I’ve been here for three months now and I still don’t know exactly what all this is about. I mean, I know the main purpose of preserving literature and scientific knowledge and all that, but how did all this come about?”

The Old Man stood and rubbed his clean-shaven, narrow chin. He stood about five and a half feet and was wiry in frame -- not skinny, just wiry. It was impossible to guess his age. Some of his features matched his moniker, others had the glow of youth. 

“You know something of the community’s purpose -- as you say -- but history. . . ah, yes, its history,” he answered. There was a gleam in his eye despite the absence of strong light.

“It was about 20 years ago when I first came to this area. I had provisioned myself to ride out the societal storm -- that’s back when I thought there might yet be an early end to the impending darkness. I felt there might be a sudden collapse of the culture and that there would be some cry for sanity from the rubble. It was one of many scenarios I envisioned and -- being the optimist that I am -- I bet on it.”

“Optimist?” Foster could not refrain from the comment.

The Old Man looked directly in Foster’s eyes. A smile crept to the corners of his mouth. “Yes, an optimist -- though not hysterically so. Because I know the nature of man, I expect falls and a continual drag toward the barbarian in us. But, because I know God, I believe that light will always follow darkness. But my hope for a short darkness was very optimistic considering my understanding of the situation.”

“I’m sorry, sir” Foster stuttered. “I didn’t mean. . .”

“Quite alright, Foster. It is just uncommon knowledge that being an optimist does not exclude being a realist.

“Anyway, my first impression of these sandstone cliffs and subterranean paths was just a personal hideaway for myself until my services might be more acceptable. It was then that I discovered the trove. I was amusing myself climbing about in the rocks one morning when I was brought up short by a huge rattler staring me eye to eye as I pulled myself up to a ledge. I lost my footing and handholds and began to slide down the slope only to bounce off a large boulder and into a narrow crevasse. There was no ready exit -- nor was there much light. It would be high noon before anything would illuminate this hidden cranny of the hills. It was positioned such that one would have to be directly upon the opening to know it was there. Fool that I was, I didn’t even have a spare rope and I knew that people rarely came to those hills.

“As the sun rose in the sky, I eventually was able to see the rock at the lip of the crevasse. I could make out old markings on the rock face leading down to where I was. ‘Spelunkers,’ I thought, ‘Maybe there are some old climbing supplies in here’ and I started to feel around. I felt something made of cloth -- canvas -- but it was rotten and disintegrated in my hand. Beneath the cloth though was metal -- round chips of metal. Even in the dark, I knew they were coins. My heart leapt. I felt around and there were other containers but I could see nothing. Not only was the cranny dark but these things were back in horizontally under a lip.

“About this time the sun moved directly overhead and the markings I had seen earlier became part of a larger pattern -- a pattern of footholds leading back to the top. I was not about to miss the chance so I stuffed a handful of the coins into one pocket and crawled like a fly up the rock wall and out of the riff. Once out, I took out the coins and, as I had suspected by their weight, discovered that they were gold coins. Spanish coins and small ingots -- all gold. I’ve done some research since that indicates that the trove was probably that of the Emperor Maxmillian, who had it smuggled out of Mexico in advance of his never-to-be-fulfilled escape plan. Treasure hunters have generally thought that it was far to the south and east of here near Pecos, Texas, but I have reason to believe that this find was it -- or part of it.”

Foster sat down on the outcropping. 

The Old Man remained on his feet and looked intently into the darkness. “It was then that I knew,” the Old Man said, “that God had other plans for my being out there. In a flash of insight I could see that we were beyond any hope of recovery in this country -- and in nearly all the Western world. Not, however, beyond any hope at all. But, that there was going to be a new dark -- a new and a long dark time ahead. A cultural night. The treasure I had found would help me begin the work of preserving learning in the arts and sciences. I was well aware that the gold will not last the duration -- but it was a start. What you see of the community has been born from the gift of God in my discovering the treasure.”

“But what if you are found out?” Foster asked.

“We’re careful, Foster. At the moment, I don’t think the world much cares if we do this. To them we would be just a cult group that collects books -- the same books that are in the libraries of their cities. No threat in that. But ultimately, the activist barbarians will come into power -- then, we will have to be hidden by God’s grace. These barbarians would seek to destroy us because they hate all that would expose their barbarity -- art, literature, science, and faith. At the moment, fortunately, people are too much at ease to bother with us. For this reason we are still able to trade in our gold and coins and buy books, supplies, and bring them in. As the situation becomes more rocky -- say in about 10 or 15 more years or maybe less -- we will have to become almost entirely self-sufficient. And we will have to have the bulk of our collecting done.

“Our plan is to become invisible -- or as nearly so as possible. That is why the room you occupy has a window that is incorporated into a natural rock formation on the outside and the ‘shutter’ -- if you will -- appears to be rock from the outside. We’ve designed the complex for the future -- for the times when we will most need to be hidden.

“It’s interesting, all the science fiction writers and futurists have predicted a new dark age based on a third world war -- nuclear, chemical, or biological -- none suspected that it would be a result of the society’s own licentious liberality.”

Foster looked at the Old Man in awe. “I admit I had wondered how you got all this accomplished. I knew it took plenty of money. But you could just have easily set yourself up with your wealth and lived life to the hilt.”

“Nope, nope,” the Old Man shook his head increasing the mane-like look of his hair. “Never would have worked. God gave me a vision and the wherewithal to see it through. I don’t think I could have gotten away with using it some other way.”

“Well, you’re a Christian, right? I thought Christians believed this was the end of the world -- that Jesus was coming any minute. The ones I heard said, ‘It’s all gonna burn anyway,’ so why go through all this trouble?”

A troubled look came into the Old Man’s eyes and he turned away from Foster. 

“I’m afraid you’ve pointed out the great weakness of the modern Church -- dodging responsibility. It is a foible common to man, but modern Christians make it more odious by putting a Biblical spin on it. We are fortunate that those who preserved civilization through the first Dark Age did not feel as these do. In fact, it is the majority of today’s churchmen who have adopted this mentality who, in my mind, have been a major cause of our decline.

“I also happen to be of the doctrinal school that believes we are in the last days -- but nothing in my Bible tells me to quit being salt and light to my world just because Jesus is coming soon. In that case, it would seem, I would be a contributor to the terrible last days conditions that I was decrying. Hypocrisy! Besides, I could be wrong about it being the last days.”

“That’s not an admission you would get out of many of your brethren,” Foster injected with a cynical note.

“True enough,” the Old Man replied. “And you probably would not have gotten it from me before I started this project. But Jesus never excused apathy. It took me a while to see through my own self-delusion. I had to be honest enough about my natural laziness not to try to cloak it with Biblical garb. And it took a shock to open my eyes to the truth that I was letting my doctrine of the last days excuse me from acting on the plain, simple commands of Scripture. I remember when it first happened -- when I first saw my problem with this. I read in the news about a man in Oregon who kidnapped a baby from a hospital. The hospital was going to starve the baby to death because he had Down’s Syndrome.”

“I remember the story,” Foster said. “Crabtree was his name -- no, no, it was Crabb, Jason Crabb. Yeah, he bounced around the country for months with the baby. Finally crashed the Irish Embassy in Washington, D.C. and pled for political asylum -- got it, too, if I remember right.”

“That’s the one,” the Old Man answered. “I was both angry and convicted by the story. The regular news covered it mostly as a kidnapper-terrorist story. One paper’s story was about the same as another -- very few new facts.”

“They write the stuff off the wire and press releases. It’s called ‘herd journalism.’ An outgrowth of wire services and fax machines,” Foster interjected.

The Old Man continued. “Like most Christians, I took the paper’s story as gospel much like the early Christians often formed their opinions of Paul the apostle from the latest gossip. Anyway, I was offended that Crabb would put Christians in such a bad light -- yet, I was strangely hot with the question of what would I have done differently. After all, the Bible clearly commands Christians to help the helpless and my ‘end of the world -- its all going to go anyway’ opinions wouldn’t have helped that little baby. It would be like what James warned about -- faith without works is dead. The more I heard about Crabb’s willingness to sacrifice for his faith, the more ashamed of my own attitudes I became.”

“So you came out here and built this?”

“Not right away. That was many years before this project, but this work is the culmination of my belief that I must act upon Christ’s commands whether I know if it will be useful in the end or not.”

They both sat quietly for several minutes before Foster continued. 

“But isn’t this project like running away from responsibility?”

“I suppose it might look that way but it would be impossible for me to operate in the open any more. I am involved in a number of other things besides this, but this is my main calling. There is a time when a culture may be retrieved, Foster, and a time when it is beyond help. I believe this one is the latter and that this work of ours is one hope that all will not be lost.”

CHAPTER 2

Foster’s face flushed red as he walked up the final incline at the top of the hill. Hiking up hills was not exactly the leisure-time activity that best suited his short, overweight self -- though he had lost girth since his arrival six months before. There were not a lot of recreational options in the community. Most of them were physical in nature. When fleeing to these hills, Foster had not had time to pack his stamp collection. In truth, there would be little he could add to it in this environment, anyway.

It was still chilly though the sun was rising quickly toward its zenith. 

The thin air left Foster wheezing. The book that he carried with him under his coat pressed against his ribs.

But Foster felt the need to get away from his cell, away from the caverns and tunnels, away from the community. His project had proceeded at a crawl for several months. Collectors in the cities were tracking down old news articles and journal reports for him to cite in his work. Most of a collector’s time was taken up gathering important books, but they were also charged with bringing back other community needs -- including Foster’s footnote material. The Old Man had put a priority on it.

Foster stood doubled over with his hands on his knees and panted for long minutes. Slowly, he lowered himself into a sitting position and pulled out the book which had arrived in the last shipment. The collector had secured three old copies -- the two best were destined for the vault. The other -- the one he held -- was used for reading and research.

            The front cover had been an odd design. The cover was a fold out affair with a square hole in the outer jacket though which a village church could be seen. This part contained the title and author’s name in white overlaid on black. Once opened, part of the 16th century painting, Parable of the Blind Leading the Blind, by Peter Breughel was visible. The outer portion of the copy Foster had was missing.

Foster opened past the painting on the cover. Inside, a legend simply said:

A Time for Anger

The author, Franky Schaeffer, was the son of a Christian philosopher, Francis Schaeffer, whose work was developed during the 1960s through the 1980s. The younger Schaeffer was more brittle and ascerbic than his father and his work ranged from brilliant cultural dissection to grade-B horror movies, colorful paintings to black satire. This book was considered one of the classics of the period. It was a time when some in the Christian world had begun to reassert themselves as a cultural force, but the warnings of the tome, subtitled, The Myth of Neutrality, were largely ignored. Ignored, to be certain by the secular society, but, more meaningfully, ignored by the Christian world which was content with its mess of pottage.

Schaeffer’s book cried, “Censorship!” But the world never heard it -- his voice had been censored.

Foster opened to the Foreword.

In the twentieth century, evangelical Christians in America have naively accepted the role assigned us by an anti-religious, anti-Christian consensus in society. We have been relegated to a cultural backwater, where we are meant to paddle around content in the knowledge that we are merely allowed to exist.

You’ve got it there, Foster thought. He recalled his early days in the newsroom, how they used to chuckle over the antics of fundamentalist preachers. Staff cartoonists always portrayed them as overweight men with plaid, polyester suits or prissy, heavy-hipped women with outdated hairdos. It had never occurred to him at the time that this “humor” was precisely the mechanism that the much-hated racist bigot used to bolster his prejudices. Later, when he compared the drawings to the stereotyped cartoons of Jews used as propaganda for the German Third Reich, a chill of recognition hit him.

Christian-baiting had been an occasional sport among his co-workers. When conducting interviews with “the fundies,” they would pause long after the interviewee had finished his answer. Most of these people -- naive to media methods -- would feel compelled to fill in the empty space and begin to ramble further on their subject. Out of that, there would often be an inflammatory -- or better yet, foolish -- quote for the reporter to use.

But most of the time the bias was mere laziness. Reporters all had friends among the agnostics, atheists, and liberal preachers but few were personally acquainted with anyone who was a Bible-believing Christian. Nor did they make any efforts to get to know them because they considered them to be “Neanderthals.” Thus the true thoughts and feelings of Christians were alien to media people. When reporters heard them speak, they selected the quote most like a slogan to use in the story -- whether it accurately represented the person’s view or not. They were looking for the jazz.

Foster -- though alone -- blushed at the memories of such blatant and hypocritical prejudice. He continued to read.

*             *            *

“He’s awake,” the nurse whispered to the guard as she left the room. “You’d better notify the advisors.”

The guard secured the door behind her then walked over to the wall-mounted intercom, punched in a code, and waited for a reply. After a hurried and hushed exchange, he resumed his post. It was only minutes before the Old Man arrived, advisors in tow.

“Let me talk to him first,” said the Old Man. No objections were forthcoming.

The guard allowed the Old Man to enter and shut the door behind him.

The Old Man took the tree steps to cross the cell and sat beside the bed. “I see you’ve survived,” he said.

No other response would have been more natural than the “Where am I” that the stranger croaked.

“You have many questions, I’m sure,” the Old Man replied. “First, I’ll tell you that one of our people found you nearly dehydrated out in the desert and brought you back to our community. You’ve been unconscious while our medics worked on you for, oh, I guess it’s five days now. Can you tell me who you are and where you’re from?”

“My memory’s kinda fuzzy. I don’t remember what I was doing in a desert,” he answered. “Could I have a little water?”

“Sure,” the Old Man answered as he guided the cup towards the man’s lips. “But what shall we call you? We’ve been calling you Sears because of the Sears company label on your clothing, but you carried no identity card.”

The was a look of surprise in the eyes of the stranger, then a narrowing look of suspicion. The Old Man would never have guessed that the simple term “identity card” would have triggered caution in the man. The stranger’s mind raced for a resolution to his perceived dilemma -- at least on that would give him the maximum latitude for future action.

I wonder if they are commies?  he thought. Maybe they’re trying to find out about our experiments.

After composing himself, he said, “I . . . I . . . I don’t know. It’s like I know it but there’s a wall between me and my own name. Can you tell me more about finding me and where this place is?”

He seems to be avoiding giving information, the Old Man thought. While trying to pump me for information.

“All in good time,” said the Old Man. “It seems you’re going to need more time to recover. There’s not much to do out here, though. I’ll have some books brought in for you if you like. Meanwhile, until you remember, can we just call you Sears?”

“Sure,” Sears responded, “and, yeah, I’d like some reading -- science fiction, if you have it.”

“We do, and you will get some,” said the Old Man as he left.

The door closed and there was a telltale, metallic “click” that informed Sears that the door was, in all likelihood, locked from the outside.

This has got to be some kind of communist thing, he thought. Best not let on though.

*            *           *

There were two men named Jones in the community. One, who was a carpenter, was called Carpenter to avoid confusion with the other, an engineer, who was called, simply, Jones.

Jones was young. A brilliant engineering student and a graduate who had achieved early success, he had committed the incredible faux pas of not allowing the homosexual head of a large engineering firm to seduce him. 

Jones was branded “homophobic” and offered “treatment” for his disorder. There might have been criminal sanctions had the powerful CEO pressed the issue, but the state mental health agency felt that Jones was merely neurotic rather than psychotic in his homophobia -- he was treatable. The courts turned the matter over to the social services people who scheduled a series of lectures and group-therapy sessions for the erstwhile neurotic.

“I have nothing against homosexuals,” Jones insisted in the session. “I just have no inclination toward same-sex relationships myself.” 

The group said he was either in denial of his own homosexuality as indicated by his virulent reaction to the offer of sex (he had said, “No.”) or he was unreasonably insecure about his own sexuality and had an irrational fear that a single homosexual encounter might “make him gay.”

Jones’ treatment included his appearing before a review panel after a year to determine if he was “cured.” About a month prior to this review, Jones was called in by one of the panel members -- one who also presided over the Gay and Lesbian Alliance -- for a one-on-one chat.

“According to your records, you seem to be having difficulty with denial of your own sexuality,” the man said placing his hand on Jones’ shoulder. “The panel will not see this report in a favorable light unless there is some indication that you have turned the corner,” he added as he began to massage Jones’ neck.

Jones left the room, left the city, left the state, and left society entirely. 

One of the community’s collectors spotted him in the engineering section of a large library. He looked so incongruous in his battered attire reading the latest engineering journals, that the collector was fairly driven to strike up a conversation with him. Now, five years later, Jones plotted the next excavation, designed the ventilation and power ducts, worked out water storage, and a host of other things for the community. 

Straight blonde hair habitually fell into his eyes and he habitually pushed it back whenever he hovered over his work table. At 5’ 11”, Jones towered over the squatty Foster as they walked through a new section of corridor.

“I think what finally began to get to me was the deliberate ‘fixing’ of history,” Foster told the muscular young man. “I began to see a good goal of stopping prejudice against blacks and Jews, for instance, being warped into a legal way to silence certain ideas. I always thought that -- given a free discussion of ideas -- that the truth, or the closest idea to it, would eventually prevail.”

“That much of an optimist, huh?” Jones asked in his deep baritone.

Foster stopped. “I suppose that is rather optimistic, isn’t it? Well, anyway, I recall when Canada passed hate crime laws that were primarily aimed at stopping a burgeoning neo-Nazi movement -- a good intention if I ever saw one. Later, some insignificant individual published a little tract that questioned the extent of the Nazi Holocaust against the Jews. His scholarship was lousy and the overwhelming evidence for the Holocaust easily outweighed his nasty little propaganda piece. Even a casual reader would pick up on the specious arguments -- unless he were already inclined to the Nazi philosophy. It was mere preaching to the choir. Still, he was charged under the hate crimes laws and later convicted. In essence, the Canadian court had adopted an official view of history with regard to these events. Now this bigot was not a very sympathetic figure for the news readers to behold, so, little was said about the obvious censorship of his ideas. No one wanted to defend his rights of free speech for fear of being lumped in with his ideas. Later, France actually codified this same idea by legally banning materials which questioned the Holocaust.

“When I saw that happen, my confidence in the good intentions of hate crime laws was seriously eroded. It only hit me fully several years later. Then, it became more personal.

“The U.S. had adopted hate crime legislation both nationally and in 47 of the states but we had, meanwhile, also become something of a banana republic to the technologically superior Japan. We supplied more raw materials than finished products -- and we bought their finished products. It was a real blow to the pride of Americans -- and they have plenty! But Japanese business was good for U.S. business and the rising anti-Japanese sentiment was cut off early when pressure was brought to bear to apply those hate crime laws to people who vocally opposed Japan’s trade advantage. At first, it only applied to those whose opposition was purely epithet, but it soon crushed even the mention of Japan in a bad light.

“At the time, I had spent six months diving through dusty law books and reams of economic statistics and uncovered some real inequities in our trade relations with Japan. There were clear violations of monopoly laws, international treaties, and some outright cheating. My editor urged the story on. I wrote up the information in as dispassionate a way as I could muster, gave the Japanese equal space in quotes rebutting or explaining my discoveries, and took it to my editor -- the editor who gave me the idea in the first place. He loved it. But he pulled the plug on it the next day. He said it sounded too racist.”

Jones shrugged. “But is that censorship? Or is that simply the editorial privilege of the people who hired you?”

“Rejection of the story is their privilege,” Foster answered. “I’ve had my share of rejected stories -- and without squawking. But this was different. I found out later that, in anticipation of the story, a Japanese businessman -- through his law firm -- informed the publisher that they would insure that he was personally charged with violation of the hate crimes act if the story ran. Anyone who knows how these things work knows that it would not stick on the publisher but slide down to the news editor. But it would still tar the paper with the ‘racist’ tag. The publisher never made the decision -- he didn’t have to. He simply passed the information to my editor -- who, you remember, loved the story -- and he, knowing the rule of descending blame, canned the story and accused me of being a racist.”

“Did they charge you or anything?” Jones asked.

“Didn’t charge me, but I’m sure I was reported to someone. Things took a distinct turn from that day on. I was wary of everything I wrote and I felt like I was on probation to everyone in the newsroom.”

Hear No Evil

In the classic dystopian novel, 1984, Winston was charged with sending offending bits of history down what was cynically referred to as “the memory hole.” He then rewrote the former news article to suit “present realities.” Photos were likewise edited.

Nothing so crude existed in our times. Yet our methods were as effective as anything in an Orwell nightmare. In an earlier chapter we looked at the adoption of an official view of history as regards the Nazi Holocaust. This was successful partly because the Holocaust was truly the evil that it had been reported to be. But its true success lay in the massive social and political pressure against purporting any other view. People justified this censoring with the reasoning that the truth of the Holocaust was sufficient unto itself.

Yet the censorious spirit would not be satisfied. It began in small ways. In 1989, Rev. William D. Abernathy, a civil rights co-leader with Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., wrote And the Walls Came Tumbling Down, a history of the civil rights movement in the 1950s and 1960s. In it, Abernathy described the extra-marital affairs that King carried on with three women. Abernathy was roundly criticized and denounced for having tarnished the image of the modern secular “saint.” Others, before Abernathy, who had alleged Communist connections, martial unfaithfulness, and other faults were denounced and drummed out of the public forum. But these had been white -- Abernathy was black. The “proper view of history” for this canonized, enshrined, and worshipped figure had been questioned by him in public. 

Abernathy was accused of being a racist. And, in Denver, Colorado, the book was burned in protest.

The truth no longer mattered. It was the image (the idol) of King that was presented as true history. Actually, the selective banning of King’s story began with his death when the man’s records -- including evidence of many of his peccadilloes -- was sealed from public access. 

Nothing! -- nothing was to interfere with the official portrait of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.
Jones walked with Foster to the dining hall where they took a table. It was not an ordinary meal time and few others were in the room. 

“My defection was rather sudden,” Jones began. “I always just charted a middle course through everything. In college, I just tried to keep to myself and get my work done. Not that I was blind to what was going on -- my old dad had warned me about some of the things that were happening -- I just figured I could slip past it all. My old dad used to always tell me, ‘If you don’t stand for something, you’ll fall for anything. And you must stand for what is right.’ It was one of his favorite sayings -- before he was put into treatment. I always thought he was hopelessly lost in the dead past so when they put him in treatment, I figured they were doing him a favor.”

“Well, he was  lost in the past,” the voice of the Old Man came from behind. “Excuse me. I didn’t mean to eavesdrop. But he was  lost in the past -- a past where there were objective truths.”

“I suppose so,” Jones answered. “My old dad used to talk about absolutes in morality and virtue and beauty -- areas where absolutes were especially denied. I was really embarrassed by it all but I think some of it stuck with me. Maybe that is why I chose engineering. It was a place where I could have absolutes without dealing with them in those other areas. I managed to slide by until I had been out in the profession for almost five years. When it came down to cases, I guess I still had absolutes. My old dad maintained his stands until they filled him with psychotropic drugs. By then I was in serious doubt about this ‘treatment’ but there was little I felt I could do. I am ashamed to say I did nothing -- at least, nothing until it was my own skin on the line. The last I saw of my father was when they were taking him for shock-treatment because they could not seem to get him to take his medication as often as they wanted. The shocks eventually killed him.”

All the talk of Jones’ “old dad” reminded Foster of his own father. He had always thought of him the typical 1950s father -- authoritative, ever-working, and completely ensconced in the moral code of the time. 

Like Jones father -- and the Old Man -- he had a very settled idea of right and wrong. Unlike the Old Man -- and maybe Jones’ father -- he could not give a reason  for his beliefs. This was the reason for their departure of the ways during the turbulent era of the 1960s. Foster’s father died just a few years after he had left home and while he had never been protective of him before his death, he became protective of his memory.

“I know what you mean, Jones,” Foster said. “I tried to lay low myself after my Japanese business story. They succeeded in keeping me quiet with the threat of social ostracism. I didn’t breathe an unfashionable word -- though I had started thinking and studying about a few things. My wife had already passed away so I was free to do a lot of reading.”

The Tyranny of Fashion

Without any censorship, fashionable trends of thought and ideas in the West are carefully separated from those which are not fashionable; nothing is forbidden, but what is not fashionable will hardly ever find its way into periodicals or books or be heard in the colleges. Legally, your researchers are free, but they are conditioned by the fashion of the day. There is no open violence as in the east, however. . .2
However, indeed! This prophetic warning did not foresee the eventual codification of many of the “fashions” into law, but it did precede an incredible wave of fashion-conscious censorship. While Solzhenitsyn distinguished between censorship and the power of fashion, I do not -- at least in this case. Social pressure is a normal and good means of controlling aberrant behavior unless the philosophical base is warped. Then it is just another form of censorship. 

It is interesting to note that Solzhenitsyn, once the media darling while safely in the Soviet Union criticizing their degeneracy, was utterly blacklisted after this exacting look at America’s spiritual poverty. The New Yorker magazine candidly commented, “While Alexander Solzhenitsyn remained in the Soviet Union, it was possible for us to regard him as a marvelously steadfast believer in political freedom, but now that we have him in our midst, airing his views on American politics and American society, we have had to review our impressions.”3 

The following decades only served to confirm the dour Russian’s diagnosis. A massive study by Dr. Paul Vitz in the 1980s showed that American history texts had consciously omitted one of the central motivators of our nation’s story -- religion.4 

It was no longer fashionable to admit that religion had played a role in the founding of our nation. One text for fifth grade identified Pilgrims as “people who traveled a lot.” The absence was so gaping as to indicate the deliberation with which the exorcism had taken place. 

It was, however, fashionable to introduce children to “reality” in the form of foul language and purely anti-religious materials in their literature books.

But not all religion was excluded. Other books introduced children to Eastern religions and even European and Native American shamanism. Only Christianity was not discussed. 

When parents objected to these texts, they were branded as “censors.” Amazingly, textbook review committees would censor out all the books that mentioned Christianity and select one book from dozens, but when someone questioned their decision, the questioners  became “censors.”

Most subjects of social concern began to come pre-packaged with “civilized” and “barbaric” sides. People who were always drunk or drugged and refused to work were not “bums” but “the homeless.” Any effort to confront the problem of drunkards accosting citizens on the streets was viewed as a “callous disregard for homeless people.” Despite the fact that many of the truly successful outreaches to these people took the toughest approaches. But even they were forced to adopt the verbal camouflage of “assisting the homeless” and “treating the disease of addiction” -- at least in public pronouncements.

Chronic drug users and homosexuals who contracted AIDS from their activities -- even after the warnings were sounded -- were only allowed to be called “victims.” Those who pointed out that 98% of all HIV positive people were of these two categories were buried under adjectives such as “cruel” and “uncompassionate.” 

Nearly all media portrayals of AIDS “victims” were people who had gotten it from blood transfusions. To question the “victim” status was social and political suicide.

Dartmouth College banned its “Indian” mascot and name as “demeaning.” 

One student, who displayed the mascot after the ban, was convicted of being “insensitive” and allowed to remain in the college only if he would give a series of lectures on the evils of using the Indian symbol and take an Indian to lunch once a week for a year .5 Some years later, Dartmouth enacted regulations against any demeaning act or word directed toward race, color, origin, sex, or sexual orientation.

In the late 1980s and early 1990s, advocates of free speech were busy defending a “rap” music group who sang of sexual violence toward women. They were just expressing modern themes, the free-speechies argued, the listeners will not be influenced to imitate these things. Meanwhile, a report was vomited from a government task force on teen suicide claiming that Christian preaching was influencing homosexual kids to feel guilty and commit suicide.6 

Editors for children’s textbooks busily -- and efficiently -- removed every trace of “traditional roles” for men and women from books so the children would not be influenced to imitate those roles.

“But the signs of the official quashing of free speech began early,” Foster continued. “I remember when students at Portland State University celebrated the U.S. Supreme Court decision that flag-burning was covered under freedom of speech by a large flag-burning ceremony in 1989. On that same campus there was a glassed-in display case available to any group on campus to freely express their opinions. One group, the PSU Conservative Alliance, secured its use for an anti-abortion display that contained alleged documentation of the philosophical connections between Margaret Sanger, Planned Parenthood’s founder, and the German Nazi party. Central to the display was a large swastika with an unborn child at the center. The campus exploded in virulent controversy -- coming largely from the same quarters as had joined in the flag-burning, free speech exhibition. They demanded that the display be taken down because it was ‘taking free speech too far.’”

“But the free speech people were not the only ones censoring,” the Old Man interjected. “One of the big mistakes of American Christendom was to try to fight books that had anti-Christian messages by having them banned altogether or removed from libraries. In the early Church, Christians engaged in healthy debate with the heretics. One would publish a denunciation of Christianity and Christians would carefully draft an apologetic aimed at defusing the critics. As it commands in the Bible, we should be ready to give an answer to every man for the hope we have. This was seen as a common duty of believers. But American Christians were not disciplined in such means and reacted in fear. When it came to novels -- where were the writings of Bible believers? Why were there so few Christians who wrote novels based on Biblical ideas -- especially without having to hammer out Bible verses every few pages in the text?

“It seemed that most Christian artists were forced to ‘sanctify’ each work with copious -- and frequent -- quotations, thereby making it pretty much unmarketable to the general public. Christians demanded it this way -- then complained when the New York Times Best Seller List refused to include Christian works even when they regularly outsold those listed. The Church insisted on its cultural ghetto and whined when the rest of the world honored their boundaries.

“Artists who dared to step outside the imaginary shield of ‘sanctified’ art were shunned. I recall a well-known popular singer in the early 1980s who was converted from his drugs and wild living. He produced several ‘Christian’ albums and received a lot of airplay on religious stations. After about a year he released a single, country-western style song about going back to his old girlfriend. The song had been inspired by the command in The Revelation to ‘return to your first love.’ Though the verse itself is purely spiritual in meaning, he thought of it as a need to recapture the love he had for his wife while they were newly in love. Christians, however, did not listen to the words closely and assumed he was talking -- in true country-western style -- of having a girlfriend on the side. The man was deluged with critical letters from people who had never even heard the song -- which, by the way, became quite successful in the non-religious charts. But the criticism persisted despite his broadcast explanations. Another, a female singer named Amy Grant, became quite successful in the secular recording industry and was considered ‘backslidden’ because her songs did not say ‘Jesus’ or ‘God’ enough. Her songs were delivered from a Biblical, moral perspective and were reaching people with those ideas, but that was not enough for the Church.

“Probably neither of these artists will be the greats who will be remembered in several centuries, but their contributions were meaningful and would have been more so had the Church the vision to send them out as missionaries with a blessing.”

“There’s a lot of truth in that,” Foster added. “From my perspective as a journalist, Christians often just hyped our stereotypes of them with their blunders. They treated us with suspicion -- and there was some just cause -- but their presumptions about us did nothing to endear them to us.”

A knot of people entered the dining hall. It was close to supper and the room would soon be filled. Foster did not feel very hungry and excused himself to take a walk outside. 

The Old Man accompanied Jones toward the serving area. “How are you coming along on those new vault designs?” he asked.

The question was interrupted by the small figure of a boy running through the hall and careening off of Foster before hitting the floor. Foster bent over but the boy was quickly up. 

“Sorry, mister,” he said and turned as if to go.

“Lizard!” a man entering the room called. 

The boy turned toward him. “I’ve told you before, Lizard, that I won’t stand for you running inside,” he said walking over to Foster. “Are you alright?”

“Yeah, I’m okay,” he answered dusting himself off. “I was just headed outside -- I’ll take him if that’s alright with you. I’m Foster. He’ll vouch for me,” he added pointing a thumb at the Old Man.

“I’m Russ Kiley. My wife, Cathy, and I live just down the corridor from you,” the heavy red-headed man said extending his hand. “The boy’s Russ too, but we call him Lizard because of the way he loves to climb on the rocks out here.”

Foster turned to the skinny little dynamo. “How old are you, Lizard?”

“Eight,” he beamed. “Are we going outside?”

“Sure, but you gotta go slow for enough these old legs to keep up.”

With that, they headed toward the exit.

CHAPTER 3

It was late as I descended the library steps and turned up the glossy, wet street that shone with rippling ribbons of reflected light. The Seattle Transit shelter on Broadway had panels of flame-blistered plexiglass to divert the wind from the huddled, waiting passengers. Beneath the shelter stood a kiosk abundantly covered with handbills and announcements. Stylized lettering was sprayed copiously over every surface of the shelter.

“A few years ago, the words were mostly in Spanish,” I commented to a fellow traveler. “Now it is all Japanese.”

The other grunted an acknowledgment of my comments but said no more. I got the same sense of rejection from him that I had gotten around the office after my “racist” piece about Japanese business five years before.

The rain started to drizzle again. Morose thoughts crowded my mind. Up through most of the last century, the big vacation spot for Japanese people had been Disneyland. These polite and diligent people had, since then, seen their youth corrupted by the same hedonistic anarchy that had eaten away at the foundations of Western society. Now the great vacation for Japanese youth was a trip to an American city where they were virtually untouchable by the law. They came over in groups to wreak havoc while a combination of hate crime laws and the overt fear of American government officials to offend their Japanese overlords protected them from prosecution. Any attack on a Japanese was touted as “racist.” This much their financial power had bought them.

Nor were the Japanese the only ones who abused these conditions. Other minorities -- especially those from wealthy families -- did likewise. The cities were filled with incalculable bands of young barbarians living out macho dreams in a society that officially denounced the macho image. As a result, the society had come to castrate its own masculine drive to war with these forces and was largely cowed into acceptance.

Many people saw through the situation, but none dared question it publicly. The price was too high. Eventually the suppressed bitterness took on other manifestations -- people looked for any way possible to “beat the system.”

Societal decay. Corruption. Japanese takeover of business. Thoughts like these were unspeakable and, as much as was in the power of the culture, unthinkable.

After the rebuff by the other traveler, I stood alone for a while. Suddenly a hand gripped my elbow. I turned quickly to see Carlton Trask standing there in his trench coat. 

Trask was of medium height and standard build but his face was angular and narrow. He affected trench coats and fedoras and resembled some fictional private detective in his dress and manner. Trask also worked at the paper. He had been added back when drug and alcohol abuse was rampant on the job in the 1990s. The publisher had brought him on as a in-house counselor to help people with any number of emotional problems. His sessions were alleged to be confidential. I knew better.

“Coming from the library again, Foster?” he asked with that soothing tone of concern so well cultivated in his practice.

“Yeah,” I answered hoping to avoid a detailed conversation with him.

“I’ve seen you going in or coming out of there quite a bit lately. What kind of things are you reading these days?” he pried.

I knew I couldn’t brush him off. He would view it with suspicion if I were not what the pop-psychologists call “transparent.” 

The only answer I could think of came out, “Oh, a little of this and that. You know, general interest stuff.”

Trask looked at the books under my arm. “Confessions of Augustine is general interest?” he asked with a tone of incredulity.

“Well, sometimes you need a long-range historical perspective,” I answered uncomfortably.

“But Confessions of Augustine would seem to be a rather narrow, Western point of view, wouldn’t it? In a country with diversity like ours, wouldn’t it serve you better to study African, Native American, and Oriental writers -- not to mention women writers of the past? Western writers are so limited by their linear, rationalistic thinking, don’t you think?”

I didn’t bother to mention that Augustine was African.

I had really hoped to avoid a conversation like this where Trask would use his verbal probes to sound me out. Now I could see the deliberation behind his questions -- it was like a bloodhound on the scent. Someone had put him on my scent and there was little hope he would go away. My only hope was to divert him for the moment. I spotted a bus coming several blocks down the street. 

“You taking the number nine bus?” I asked him.

He shook his head almost imperceptibly and answered, “No, the 14.”

I said, “Here’s my bus” and moved toward the approaching number nine. This route would require a transfer to get me home, but then the 14 required a long walk -- and tonight, I knew, a long talk with Trask.

Lest We Be West

“Hey, hey! Ho, Ho! Western culture’s got to go!” the students sang as the ineffable Jesse Jackson, professional Leftist and perennial Presidential candidate, led them across the Stanford campus. 

And thus was the conventional attitude in Academia for many years. Jackson, purporting to be a radical in this chant, was only repeating a mantra that had been in practice by the college elite.

The dismantling of Western education -- especially in colleges -- began by making such studies as Western Civilization optional. With more and more students whose reading skills barely allowed them to suffer abridged -- that is to say, dumbed down -- classics, colleges began to question whether they were prepared to teach remedial reading before requiring Plato. 

Of course, no one questioned the intrinsic value of the great Western works -- at first. They merely questioned their usefulness in “real life.” In the end, colleges pressed out pampered pragmatists parading as cultured individuals. Later, the elite “discovered” whole rafts of new cultural studies -- Black Studies, Third-World Studies, Women’s Studies. In these, a student was likely to spend more time reading Aztec poetry or the oral history of South Pacific cargo cults than with Aristotle or Aquinas.7 

In the name of “equality,” all cultures and ideas were deemed to have equal value -- save Western “linear thinking” and philosophies. In the name of “equality,” the human sacrifice rites of the Toltecs were on a par with the Bible. Women’s Studies rummaged through the small accumulation of female authored books of times past and insisted they be placed alongside Machiavelli and Dante -- even when they were merely turgid little romance novels.
I crept a look at Augustine as the bus rumbled toward home. I found it -- like many of the books I had read lately -- to be difficult to read. I had been fortunate enough to be sent to one of the last parochial schools to hang on to the phonics method for teaching reading. Even in my time, the system had already been tainted by the bilge of look-say. The actual reading of the books was not as difficult as the discipline of concentration required for the task. Everything in society conspired against this ability and I had not, by conscious effort, maintained such a discipline. Short attention spans were the television-induced rule. Language and discourse were truncated.

I recall attending a rally held by abortion supporters during the mid-1980s. Abortion -- at the time -- was considered a complex moral issue. But those leading the rally reduced it to “Not the Church, not the State, Women will decide their fate.” 

But stranger to me was a responsive chant. “What do we want?” the leader asks, “Choice!” the crowd screams, “When do we want it?” the leader asks again, “Now!” the crowd returns gleefully. 

It occurred to me that the cry sounded more like a child’s tantrum than a serious argument for an issue. I could imagine a crowd of children who substituted the word “Toys!” or “Candy!” for the word “Choice!” The spirit was the same.

Not that abortion protests were much of an issue anymore. The abortion rights gang had won the battle. Anti-abortion groups had been driven out of business by racketeering laws, federal laws protecting clinics and personnel from harassment, state stalking laws, government regulation of pro-life run crisis clinics, and dozens of other inventive uses of legal sanction against their protests. Even the most mild opposition to abortion -- not to mention doctor-assisted suicide and euthanasia -- had been squelched by fear of various legal reprisals.

Off the record, however, some of the abortion-rights folks longed for the good old days of clinic blockades, sidewalk counseling, and boisterous picketing. While most of the so-called pro-lifers simply hid out, a small, crafty, and effective cadre of them had formed underground groups dedicated to militant -- or military -- solutions. Abortion providers were mysteriously identified and executed. Clinics, when they could be located, were destroyed.

“If we hadn’t been so anxious to take advantage of our power when Clinton became president,” said one to me, “Those people might still be blocking doors and going to jail, but we wouldn’t be facing this terrorism. I remember when we called clinic blockades ‘terrorism.’ How naive we were!”

Briefly. . .

In  Orwell’s 1984, language was curbed by official  means. Thus was thought made more and more difficult. The people no longer possessed the language ability to think or express liberating thoughts. No such mechanism existed in our decline -- though the result was the same. 

Simultaneous with the introduction of look-say, advertising took a radical turn. Where once a craftsman simply stated his abilities to fill certain needs and gave his location, or a company simply listed the advantages of their product, suddenly the promotion took the tack of using all but meaningless slogans. Sales began to hinge on a product sounding good rather than being good. The advertiser’s art began to be one of emotional manipulation. It is no coincidence that this form of commercial sales increased in effectiveness as reading declined and mass media such as motion pictures, radio, and, finally, television grew. Much of this was clearly documented and exposed in a pithy indictment called Amusing Ourselves to Death by Neil Postman.8 

It was not, however, merely commercial speech that was on the decline. As inane as the sloganeering of ads became (e.g., Coke is the Real Thing -- The real what  thing?), political speech followed in the same meaningless sales job (e.g., I Like Ike). Eventually, public discourse on paramount moral and philosophical issues was destroyed. Victory was accorded to those who had the loudest and most memorable slogans. 

After the weekend, I returned to the newsroom. The editor glanced at me out of the corner of his eye and buried himself in his work. Now, I was never Mr. Popularity at the paper but I could usually count on a “hello” from the editor. I sensed that something was awry and my paranoia told me that it was connected with my “chance” meeting with Trask. The large room where my desk was located seemed to close in; the hum of voices seemed to be directed at me. I had seen this kind of thing before with a few others. The word was out that I might be “sick” and needed “treatment.” Supported as it was with my previous scrape with “oldthink,” the subliminal accusation spread instantly among my co-workers. 

The news industry thrives on gossip; it is the center for society’s glorified gossip. As such, those who work there are experts at passing information. There was no hope of explaining anything to the writhing, tentacled “gossip central” that I faced.

A yellow post-it on my desk informed me that I was to report for a check-up on the fifth floor in two hours. The fifth floor was Employee Social Services -- including Trask’s department. Most large companies had their own equivalents of “the fifth floor.” In the old days, employees who were called on the carpet were represented by shop stewards from their respective unions or professional associations. It was still true, but no such representation was accorded a summons to “the fifth floor.” It was universally understood that such services were a form of aid -- not punishment or discipline. In the minds of most people, the words “punishment” or “discipline” were inexorably linked with the prefix “unfair.”

Psychological Gulags

The Soviets pioneered the idea of using psychiatric wards for punishment and torture of dissidents, but the illusion fooled no one. The Gulag wards were known by the Soviet people for what they really were. 

The Americans, however, erected a much more effective facade by developing first a false confidence in psychology’s ability to “cure.” This was the ingredient that the Soviets had lacked. Their ruse was primarily a thin screen for eager American Leftists to believe in and perpetrate to the Western world.

After decades of presumption of how humane and well-intentioned psychology was, it was not difficult for the average American to agree to all manner of tramplings of personal liberty in the name of “treatment.” As early as 1946, some writers warned of this tendency -- though no one seriously heeded it. A passage out of that year’s novel by C.S. Lewis points to the trend. The book, That Hideous Strength, depicts a materialistic -- and spiritual -- plot to gain control of England through the agency of a private scientific foundation -- and their private police force. 

At one point, Fairy, the chief of the foundation’s police, explains to Mark, a central, though naive character, about the locus of their power to keep order.

“You’ve got to get the ordinary man into the state in which he says ‘Sadism’ automatically when he hears the word Punishment.” And then one would have carte blanche . Mark did not immediately follow this. But the Fairy pointed out that what had hampered every English police force up to date was precisely the idea of deserved punishment. For desert was always finite: you could do so much to the criminal and no more. Remedial treatment, on the other hand, need have no fixed limit; it could go on till it had effected a cure, and those who were carrying it out would decide when that was. And if cure were humane and desirable, how much more prevention?9 

But the “diseases” that were to be prevented or cured were not such as one would expect. It was not schizophrenia, paranoia, or depression which were the targets of the social services corps but ideas and beliefs which were disparate from their goals. The ideas they promoted were delivered in a Trojan Horse worthy social ideals. 

Combat prejudice, violence, or child abuse. What was one to do, argue for  child abuse? 

Yet, anyone who fought the intrusion of the state into their family was tarred with that image. Child abuse became any deviation from official state-authorized child-rearing methods.

The media spent several years in the early 1980s drum-beating the child abuse issue, tossing out hyped statistics about the incidence of abuse, and a panicky populace turned over the family reins to the state children’s services officials. The state began offering “parenting” classes which taught the official method and soon “offenders” of that method appeared in court-mandated sessions.

Most people simply concluded that their own child-rearing methods were outdated or wrong, but those who were convinced that reasonable punishment was correct ran headlong against the power of the state. Children were taken from them and returned (if at all) only with the proviso that official methods be adopted and that the parents continue in “treatment” until pronounced cured.

The public did not object. After all, the state was only trying to help . . .

The hours crept by as I awaited my appointed meeting. I was invisible to my co-workers as they awaited my diagnosis. 

I tried to do a little work on a piece I had been working on about the conversions of industrial sites to upscale, trendy housing, but my mind was not functioning. 

What kind of things are they going to bring up against me, I wondered. There was no way to prepare for a “test” like this. Regardless of how one responds in a psychological examination, it may be taken as a positive or negative sign depending on the predisposition of the examiner.

I was aware of Trask’s predisposition. I wondered if anyone else might be in on the conference.

At 9:57, I rose from my chair and walked the thirty steps to the elevator and punched the “up” button. The doors parted. I entered and touched the plate marked “5.”

The receptionist at the fifth floor directed me to a waiting room to the left. It was a sterile room with a bad version of the modern Movement Style painting done in soothing colors. It was no more soothing than the synthesized Bon Jovi tune whining over the tinny P.A. system. There was a clinical feel to the room and I suspected that my behavior in the room was as much part of the exam as anything else. I remembered the mazes that scientists used to put rats in -- and I understood the rats. I sat in the uncomfortable chair and idly picked up a magazine. 

“Self,” the cover proclaimed. The contents reflected the title -- one article after another on how to be the perfect hedonist.

Twelve minutes late, the door opened and Trask appeared with a young blonde man wearing a lab coat.

Oh , no, I thought, The kid thinks he’s a scientist. 

I was careful not to roll my eyes.

“Foster, please come in,” Trask said. “This is Ridley, my assistant. He’ll be with us today.”

I nodded toward the kid, mumbled a vague greeting, and went inside the office. Inside was another room similar to the waiting area only with a small conference table with eight chairs around it. On one end was an open file with papers fanned out from it.

“Have a seat,” Trask said indicating a chair near the end of the Formica topped table with the file. I could see that much of the paperwork was in the form of newspaper clippings -- with my byline. Several graphs and charts were alongside them.

After Trask settled into his chair, he ran his fingers through his thin brown hair. 

“The reason we asked you up here today,” he began, “is because we’re concerned about what appears to be an unhealthy pattern in you. The first real signal was that mildly racist anti-Japanese piece you did five years ago. But I think it can be traced further back than that -- maybe to your wife’s death. Her name was Mara, is that right?”

Trask paused as if expecting some comment or acknowledgment from me. I gave a slight nod but said nothing.

Trask continued. “We’ve charted your stories since two years before Mara’s death and there seems to be an underlying discontent that begins after her death.”

“It shows up in your stories,” added young Ridley with the barely submerged excitement of a puppy. “A cynicism began to creep into your stories -- an almost imperceptible antisocial bias. Just little shifts of tone and choices of words that, compared to your earlier work, shows a psychological disturbance.”

“Is that all this is about? ‘Little shifts of tone and choices of words?’” I asked immediately regretting having opened my mouth.

“Well, to tell the truth,” Trask said, “it is more than that. It appears at some point that you lost the pure cynicism that was beginning to show itself. Instead, there were hints of your adopting some other philosophy of life -- a throwback philosophy. Absolutism. Especially in the area of right and wrong. Hints of this began to appear in some of your pieces. Truthfully, we wondered where you would get such ideas in this day and age. The evolution of philosophy has taken us far beyond that point and your earlier work all shows a total acceptance of our modern philosophical understanding. It is simply not normal for anything -- especially progressive philosophy -- to  de-volve. I thought perhaps you had not yet allowed yourself to grieve the loss of your wife or that you had bottled up some anger at her for leaving or at yourself for not being able to save her. Any of these things could make you vulnerable to a change in philosophy.

“But none of this explained where these thoughts were coming from. I was really concerned for you so I did a little investigation on my own. I saw you at the library some time back and I got an idea. I checked your library use. Up until about a year after your wife’s death your use was fairly normal -- considering your occupation, that is. But you began to check out strange books -- elitist stuff -- from time to time. Then, more and more often. Aquinas, Milton, Chaucer, even the Bible! Then the clues began to come together. The final straw was that quote you used from Livy’s book on Rome in that recent story -- what was it about? -- wasting resources, that’s it.

“Anyway, it looked like your new philosophical alignment was coming from the dead hand of the past instead of the realities of today. So how does all this strike you?”

I still looked at the table. I saw only two choices: one was to come up with some reasonable sounding alternate explanation for their “evidence,” the other was to find the least damaging way to play along. The first choice would have the disadvantage of going against Trask and Ridley’s already formed notions. No chance there. It would be viewed as denial, and thus, more serious. 

The second choice was laden with snares. A sudden breakdown or admission would be likely to be construed as an attempt to avoid “care.” Too much resistance could result in heavy -- possibly court-ordered -- therapy.

“I really don’t know what to say,” I deferred. “I suppose I never really looked at it that way.” 

I knew how much Trask liked to talk -- especially about his theories of other men’s lives -- and I hoped to give myself more time to choose a strategy for getting through this probe with the minimum of the psychologist’s intrusion. I kept up my best “sincerity” face. In these times, people had become experts in projecting sincerity -- they had to.

Sincerely Everybody’s

“Believe what you want to believe as long as you’re sincere,” people used to say. It was supposed to be a sign of religious tolerance -- but nobody really meant it. What was really meant was that one might appear to sincerely believe any socially acceptable idea that he wished. Naturally, most people had to appear to believe any number of ideas -- often contradictory -- depending on the circumstances. But everyone you knew must be convinced of your sincerity.

The trick was to always appear sincere -- and “transparent.” 

Being open or transparent was accepted as the true mark of being sincere about your socially acceptable ideas. Believing socially unacceptable ideas -- no matter how sincerely -- was anathema . Those who believed them kept them carefully cloaked in transparency and sincerity.
“The pivot point, as near as I can determine, is your wife’s death,” Trask said. “I suspect that we are going to need to re-examine what happened to you there in order to clear this up. You seem to have a psychic blockage that wants removing.”

Trask went on explaining to me how my psyche worked in terms that would have befitted an idiot. I feigned attention. I was constructing a plausible tale of Mara’s death and its effects on my mental state. I was hoping to avoid hypnosis. A quickly constructed story would not hold in those conditions -- the mind is too suggestible. But neither did I wish to trust the whims of this quasi-religious treatment. I had seen the buried story of the Canadian study which showed that subjects under hypnosis had a diminished ability to remember events. In other words, their memory was poorer. Another back page blurb showing that hypnotized people often invented or imagined new facts for their memory. While these stories were barely perceptible, the front pages often carried long features of the glories of hypnosis as a diagnostic tool -- and as a memory enhancer  for witnesses in criminal trials. The possibilities were frightening.

Of course, it would never do to tell Trask the truth about Mara’s death. My bitterness over the circumstances would land me in more treatment than I would willingly endure. It might even be taken to court.

Court Priests

The “science” of psychology,10 as it gained in public acceptance, became a mainstay of the courts. Often conviction or acquittal hinged upon the word of someone who was guessing what went on in somebody else’s mind. Certainly, many more serious crimes were mitigated at the word of these mind-readers. Parole boards released -- or kept -- prisoners based on the guesses of psychologists as to whether the prisoner would commit more crimes in the future. The fact that their guesses were amazingly inaccurate had no effect on the acceptability of their testimony.

Even worse was their success rate in affecting “cures” on the criminals -- especially for violent or sex crimes. Perpetrators were regarded as “sick” as opposed to the earlier diagnoses of being “thugs” or “perverts.” A similar view was held of drug and alcohol addiction. When these last “fell off the wagon,” it involved going on a drinking or drug binge. When, however, a child-molester “fell off the wagon,” a child’s life (or many children’s lives) was seriously damaged.

When it came to civil commitment, the situation grew worse. In criminal cases, a person was imprisoned for a definite period based on evidence of what he had already done. When it came to sociological crimes -- thought crimes -- a person could be indefinitely detained based on what possible crimes he might  do. Here the work of the psychologist was particularly threatening. Based on the “evidence” of socially unacceptable beliefs, he was allowed to extrapolate the possible future actions of the accused. None of the usual rights of accused criminals were accorded these defendants. Terms such as I have used -- accused or defendant -- were avoided since these prosecutions were regarded as a means of dispensing psychological care rather than actual legal violations. In this way, the Bill of Rights was neatly sidestepped.

It was ironic that no person could be forced into any medical treatment -- where there was solid science to back its effectiveness -- but one could be force-fed psychological treatment.
I let Trask finish his imaginative tour through my mind. 

“I think you may have a point,” I answered. “I can’t honestly say I’ve really been myself since Mara has been gone. But what can I do about it? I mean, nothing will bring her back.”

I affected helplessness knowing that this is the thing that psychologists and counselors love. By nature, they love to direct the lives of others from their pedestal of knowingness. I believed that if I were to act transparent with Trask about my needing help -- after his enlightenment of my sorry state -- it would pet his ego. But to indicate a further need of his help would, I hoped, simply set him afire. Naturally I hoped that my apparent submission would minimize the treatment I would undergo. It only remained to be seen if Trask would buy my sincerity.

“One thing we need to deal with right away,” he said. “You are going to have to acknowledge Mara’s death. You cannot do that as long as you cling to euphemisms such as ‘gone.’ You must be able to say, ‘Mara is dead’ with the finality that is death’s due, not ‘gone’ as though you will be seeing her again in the future. Anything else is denial.”

I allowed myself an inner grin. Trask had taken the bait.

CHAPTER 4

The sandstone hills shone red and orange as the sun rose on the hard, chilly morning. Foster had not been able to sleep but had resisted opening the shutter over his window for fear of the precious heat escaping into the open air. Instead, he climbed into his thermal underwear and bundled himself up for a trek outside to see the dawning light. 

He had made this daily appearance outside just to keep in touch with the fact that the outside existed. Since the coming of the colder weather, none had dared to open shutters anywhere in the complex. Foster’s was one of the few rooms that Jones had wired with electricity -- but it was not used for heat. Foster required a light for his writing work because his window was insufficient for the job. Foster fudged power requirements by trickle-charging his alarm clock which he used to rouse himself for his morning ritual.

Foster had never been what one would call an outdoors type when he still lived “in the dark” -- that is to say, in the decaying remnants of society. But now he had come to appreciate the dawn. There was a certain sameness to these desert mountain sunrises but one never got accustomed to them. They were sharp and angular, cold and hard, though there was a heat to the colors that warmed something psychic in him. Foster never found words for it.

On occasion, Lizard would catch him in the corridor on his way out and accompany him. This was such a morning.

“Hiya, Mr. Foster,” he said.

“Good morning, Lizard. You ready for those rocks?”

“Yeah,” he answered with a gleam in his eyes.

Once outside, Foster had determined that he would follow the trail to the top of the hill. 

“Meet ch’a up there, Mr. Foster?” Foster nodded in return and watched the squiggly, skinny body -- arms and legs splayed across the rocks -- as it skittered up the hillside. 

No wonder they call him Lizard -- he looks just like one.

Slowly, he made his way to the top of the hill with Lizard crossing his path on occasion. Finally, the two met at the apex and watched the panorama of color as the sun rose.

“Gotta get back for breakfast, Mr. Foster,” Lizard said and scuttled off.

Having filled himself with the morning light, Foster rose to return to the caverns in the soft rock hills. His time had been satisfactory but there was an empty spot within where his stamp collection used to be. 

If only I could have brought it, he thought. Forty-five years worth of stamps down the drain.

Looking ahead on the downward trail, he spotted the lone figure of Jones. Jones and he had -- despite all their differences -- become good friends. Jones’ blue-green eyes lit up when he saw Foster descending the hill. 

“How’s it going?” Jones asked. “Out for your morning constitutional?”

“Something like that,” Foster replied stopping his descent long enough to catch a breath. 

“I haven’t seen you for a few days. How’s your water project coming?”

“You know about the water storage caverns we’ve been digging, right?” Jones said. “Five are finished and the sixth just needs to be sealed. You can’t imagine the difficulty in sealing this porous stuff.” He slapped his hand against the orange striped rock beside him. 

“Now we just need to find a source to fill them and I think we may have found a well -- it’s pretty deep though. Actually it is something of a miracle to find such a thing in these parts. Another possibility is the rain troughs are building into the gullies and crevasses of these hills. One of the men in the microfilm library told me about Masada where a similar system was used.”

“Masada? Isn’t that where a bunch of Jews held off the whole Roman army in the first century?” Foster inquired.

“That’s right. There was a whole set of drawings of the Masada complex in microfilm. It was incredible. The system was designed to capture every drop of rain that fell on top of the Masada plateau and funnel it into a carved out reservoir much like the ones we have designed. Of course, we don’t have a plateau and we do not have the advantage of Masada in that it was plainly visible. Our complex must remain as hidden as possible. Our trough system must follow the hill’s contours and appear to be natural. Still, despite the disadvantages, I think I can capture at least 75% of the rain that comes down on these hills.”

“That’s quite a bit, but will it be enough?” Foster queried.

“Well, that depends on how many people are here and if rainfalls are average. I am hoping that well possibility comes through. It could solve a lot of our problems. I have some ideas for using water movements through Pelton wheels and generators to hook into power supplies. I am designing a battery system that will eventually replace the diesels once our invisibility becomes an absolute necessity.”

The two spent the next hour discussing the community’s preparations for their expected isolation. The sun rose in the bleak sky but the chill remained -- especially in the shady spots. Tiny patches of hoarfrost clung tenaciously to the undersides of rocks until the air around them warmed enough to disintegrate them. Foster followed Jones to a survey site.

“We have to know every gully in these hills to make this work,” Jones said looking across to the next peak. “These three hilltops will be our water supply if there is no well and a secondary source of water even if there is one. I suppose if anyone would have told me before that I would be doing a project like this, I would have told them they were crazy.”

“Well, isn’t everyone crazy?” Foster asked. 

But at the seriousness in his voice, Jones looked over at him. Foster wasn’t expecting an answer -- he just looked at the hills.

It’s a Mad, Mad, Mad World

If psychological and psychiatric “cures” had been submitted to the rigorous tests required of medicinal cures, they would have been banned from the market. But the presumption that these treatments were effective was enough to carry the ball. Besides being the court-priests, social-scientists, counselors, psychologists, and psychiatrists insured that their craft was inculcated into every pore of society. Schools became places for the formation of the personality rather than centers of learning. Whole government agencies became devoted to rooting out the psychological causes of crime and poverty. Nearly anywhere one went, they would find representatives of this group. 

Even the language itself took on the characteristic of a group therapy session. People spoke of others “being in denial,” “needing affirmation,” “responding to negative input,” and thousands of other usages which became constant.

Almost daily, new psychological “conditions” were announced for people to choose from -- should they need an excuse for doing what they wanted to do anyway. New therapies covered the public psyche like fields of rampant, maniacal flowers. At each new introduction, hoards of new “professionals” would enter the field, hang out a nameplate, and begin collecting. 

In the early stages of this burgeoning, there was a running joke that normal people built castles in the air, neurotics lived in them, and therapists collected the rent. In reality, it was the TV pop-counselors and their kin who were the rental agents.

It was noted by a British sociologist that a nation with an abundance of telecommunications engineers would be expected to have a good communications system. Similarly, nations with many doctors would be likely to have lower levels of mortality. But he continued: 

“So, We should find that in countries, regions, institutions or sectors where the services of psychologists are widely used, families are more enduring, bonds between the spouses, siblings, parents and children stronger and warmer, relations between colleagues more harmonious, the treatment of recipients of aid better, vandals, criminals and drug addicts fewer. . . . On this basis we could infer that the blessed country of harmony and peace is of course the United States. . . .”11
But it was not so. The counselors, however, continued to invent “diseases” for everyone. Soon, they were not only designed for those who wanted them, but for who did not. Eventually everyone was crazy. Everyone needed therapy. Everyone lived carefully lest their Freudian slip should show.

The multiplication of psychologists only seemed to exacerbate the terrible psychological disorders of the populace. What was worse is that often the counseling itself was linked to deteriorating conditions. 

In 1983, William Kirk Kilpatrick noted, “It sometimes seems there is a direct ratio between the increasing number of helpers and the increasing number of those who need help.”12
This seemed to be the pattern throughout the industry. It would have been at least some excuse for this massive invasion of privacy if the “cure” had been effective, but even then there were many voices in the wilderness warning that it wasn’t.13
          After a long look at the horizon, Foster turned away from the deserted scene. Jones stood by seeing that the older man was ruminating over something and he was loathe to break in. 

Finally, Foster said, “You know, I’m not superstitious but it almost seems too coincidental that so many factors culminated simultaneously to create the mess we’re in. From here it is easy to see why so many people believed in conspiracy theories. But what was weird was that so many of the religious people believed in the human conspiracies when their own beliefs would have supplied an ample villain -- if I read my demonology texts right -- to have the same effect without the need for huge and improbable clandestine organizations. I mean, who needs an Illuminati or Council on Foreign Relations when you have a devil, millions of demons, and masses of mankind in their camp?”

“That’s one of the things that made the religious people less credible, they panicked into wild speculation instead of doing their homework,” Jones answered. “That was how the Christians became isolated from society. From there it was easier to control them. By the time I was in college, they were so unliked that it was simple to round up outspoken religious people, declare them neurotic or psychotic, and send them for treatment. People were able to neatly disguise their hatred of them with a veneer of ‘compassion’ by placing them in state-paid therapy.”

A wind stirred the sparse vegetation around them.

“It’s unfortunate that they tended to respond the way they did -- that is, without solid facts,” said Foster. “Because, now that I have gotten to know some Christians and what the Bible actually says, a lot of it makes sense and much of it is actually appealing. But that’s not the view I had before. I didn’t know any Christians and my opinion of them was shaped by a few of the more sensational ones. From that old perspective, I would never have suspected that Christians would be saving books rather than burning them. A project like this would have been impossible for me to imagine.”

“Well, I find Christianity more than appealing,” Jones added sincerely.

“I’m aware of your conversion, Jones, and you know I respect that, but I’m still not sure I can buy some of the ‘only one way’ and ‘through the blood of Jesus’ stuff yet.

“Anyway, I was saying, I always thought of Christians as anti-books and anti-learning. I say ‘I thought’ because I knew differently. I remember a lot of the attempts of so-called book-banning. We -- that is to say, us media folk -- all knew that the issue in most cases was whether or not certain books were ‘age appropriate’ or if they were blatantly offensive to religious beliefs. But we deliberately played the angle that these people were censors when we ourselves were censoring their true objections. Most news people have an inordinate fear of censorship -- or whatever was currently being called censorship -- and we went out of our way to make sure such movements were quashed. The trouble here was that many of the more thoughtful Christian leaders often remained silent in public about such issues leaving the field to those whom we could easily type-cast and mock.”

Jones looked at the former-journalist. He could see the anger and self-loathing well up from within. Normally, Foster maintained a journalistic detachment but from time to time his bitterness over his own complicity rose to the surface. Jones said nothing. He knew that in the end, this would not be resolved by human words.

“Eventually, our self-censorship became official policy,” the writer muttered.

Of Banned Books and Things

A new celebration slowly arose in America, a late-September affair called Banned Book Week: An Uncensored Celebration. The stated purpose of the soiree was to celebrate freedom of speech and of the press -- and “Celebrating the Freedom to Read.” The real purpose was to censor the “censors.” On display in many bookstores and libraries, were copies of books that people or groups had tried to “censor.” The books paraded before the public were acknowledged classics which had small controversial segments that raised ire when they were first published decades before. Some had materials which would -- to nearly anyone -- be considered as inappropriate for children. Under the cover of these arguably troubling books, the sponsors of this week-long event (that, had it been over any other issue would have been soundly ignored in the press) built a case for unqualified acceptance of any book, at any time, and in any venue.

The free-speechies involved in this bogus “celebration” would rant about the yearly body-count of books that the “censors” tried to “ban” that year. There was no distinction made between trying to influence a school textbook committee to reject a social sciences text that blatantly insulted Christians and attempts to have Playboy and Penthouse magazines taken out of public libraries. When listing books that people sought to “ban,” such works as Huckleberry Finn were included without mentioning that it was the liberals and black community which was offended by its use of the word “nigger.”

The media covered every second of the festivities -- from the courageous public readings of “banned” books such as Of Mice and Men, Slaughterhouse-Five, and Garfield: His Nine Lives, to the mayor’s proclamations of support. Local news departments dredged up unemployed, unpublished “homoerotic” (read: homosexual porn) writers and wrote glowing features on them to pave the way for the event. The non-event was liberally (in both senses) dosed to the public. Once the yearly celebration took root, none dared publicly exercise his free speech in objection to even the most obscene of expressions.

“In the name of free speech, we destroyed free speech,” Foster intoned.

Jones remained silent still. The motionless morning air had begun to warm and the direct sunlight bleached the color from the rocks with its glare. A black bird soared high overhead in an apparent search for some unwary meal. It reminded Foster of the vulture of barbarism that was riding down its last, few, slow circles over the dying corpse of Western civilization. The despair of that thought was overwhelming. 

“Is there anything to preserve us?” he asked the desert air.

Jones waited another eternal minute before saying anything. 

“Foster, we’re working on that here. Just like the Christians at the beginning of the first Dark Ages, we are preserving our heritage in vaults out here.”

“But even Christianity won’t survive what we’re looking at will it?”

“Sure it will, Foster. Civilizations operate better with learning at high levels but basic Christianity only needs love -- God’s kind of love toward God and our neighbor. Education is not necessary for someone to love. Knowledge can be a tool to facilitate love -- medical knowledge, for instance, can help us to love the sick in more ways, but caring for the sick can happen in the absence of that knowledge, too.”

“But you at least need the knowledge to read your Bibles, don’t you?” Foster asked.

“I’m sure it is better that way but there have been times when literacy among Christians was low and that overshadowed by their great charity. Other times, Christian learning was great but their service to God and man was niggardly. Knowledge -- improperly placed in priority -- simply makes man proud. It is love that builds up -- builds up God, truth, other people, and civilizations. In losing learning, we lose a great treasure that helps us to serve God better, but we do not lose God Himself.”

“I wish I could believe that,” Foster said. Without another word, he turned and wandered down toward the entrance to the caverns. 

Jones had seen the black mood hit Foster before, he prayed it would pass soon. He looked to the floor of the valley. There, the black bird picked at some newly-dead meal.

*            *           *

“Let’s call this meeting to order,” the Old Man said over the murmur of his advisors. “We’ve had some time to think over the questions we raised last time and these important matters must be attended to.”

After a prayer, the floor was opened.

“I’ve been thinking of this quite a bit,” said Tomas Varga, a middle-aged computer technician. “We’re attempting a quiet revolution here. The old ‘patriot’ networks lacked the strength of numbers -- or of will -- to revolt when it was still possible. Now we are waiting for the world outside to crumble of its own decaying weight. It could be soon or late, but we hope to be part of what rises from the ashes. I say, if we cannot exercise a constitutional government now, we’ll never get to it once the old system collapses. Once power is centralized, it is rarely decentralized. Human nature is just too corrupt.”

Varga, all of that dense 5 foot 3 inches of him stood looking at the rest of the group waiting for an answer. 

Slowly, Chuck Beeson arose. 

Varga surrendered the floor by sitting down.

Chuck cleared his throat, a constant habit even when he was not about to speak. He touched his upper lip with his tongue and began.

“Not sure I really agree, Tomas,” he drawled. “We’re facing real dangers if the civvies find us. We are on a wartime footing, I think, and we need to be more careful of the civvies finding us than of individual rights.

“Not much help having rights if the outside world crashes in on us. Take Mr. Sears, for instance. We let him wander around because we can’t ‘prove’ he’s a civvie agent in a legal way, he might take off. If he is an agent, then we’re in deep . . . well, you know.

“I think we need a more top-down government until the community is better established, at least.”

The appearance of Sears had generated the debate and, listening carefully, there was always a hint of his presence in every argument.

“But how do we know when this ‘emergency’ is over? Who decides? And what do we go to then?” Varga called out raising his hand. “I mean, we don’t have any real threats right now -- though we will have to decide how to deal with Sears.”

“That’s just the point,” said a new voice, Margaret Wilcox. 

Margaret was a trim, 43-year-old widow and mother of three teenagers. Her specialty was proofreading, copy-editing, and layout for books and magazines. “Sears represents a threat precisely because we don’t know what to do with him. If we go with the old Bill of Rights or something like it, we have to cut him loose -- now! If not, then what? A dictator? A king? And, still, under what rule of law do we hold Sears? Can we have one set of rules for us and another for him?”

There was a pause. The Old Man arose. He had sat in the darkest corner while the debate proceeded and had almost been forgotten.

“The Bible says that Israel was not to have one law for themselves and another for the stranger, so I cannot accept a division of law such as Mrs. Wilcox describes,” he said. “But let me remind you that even a constitutional government has built in emergency clauses. It can be drafted so that certain rights are temporarily suspended by executive order and that those orders are reviewed periodically and either extended or ended.”

Beeson rose again. 

“He’s got a point -- but I think the Bible may give us more of a pattern than we first thought,” he said. “This situation we are in is not unique. It is much like the children of Israel being led through the wilderness -- only our wilderness is time instead of space. Moses was an unelected leader -- at least until he died -- but his power was checked by elected judges over tens, hundreds, and thousands. A person with a problem could appeal all the way up the line, but during the emergency, as it were, Moses had final stay -- again, until he died.

“We could set up a similar situation with the Old Man as emergency leader and a constitutional election of the top leader that would kick in upon his death -- meaning no disrespect.”

The Old Man nodded and said, “None taken.”

The discussion ranged for hours. Finally, there was a consensus that the Old Man would be what they laughingly called “emperor of the Hive for life.”

The community would be divided into groups of ten “families” as defined by living quarters -- singles with living quarters, like Foster, would also be a “family.” Adults in these groups would elect a representative for a House of Representatives and a judge. Ten representatives and ten judges would then elect a Senator and an appeals judge. Until his death, the Old Man would act as both President and supreme judge. After his death, presidents would be elected and a Supreme Court of at least three would be impaneled.

A temporary constitution would be drawn up to detail the process and, once elections had taken place, the Senate and House would set about to ratify all or parts of the constitution.

A temporary emergency would be declared to last until the Old Man dissolved it or his death. Emergency powers would include treating unknown outsiders as potential spies and either imprisoning them or keeping them on a close leash. A security force would be established and proven spies would be executed under military law.

It left a bad taste in their mouths, but they could think of no other solution. As for Sears, they determined that they could keep him locked up until Varga and some of his electronic gizmo buddies could come up with a suitable surveillance device.

*            *           *

The Old Man walked slowly into The Chapel. There was no lamp inside but he knew Foster would be there. Foster had become depressed since his discussion with Jones and had spent the following days moping in the darkest corners of the community’s structure. The Chapel was one of the darkest.

“Foster?” the Old Man asked into the darkness. “Foster?” he ventured again.

“Over here, sir,” the subdued voice of Foster replied from the ebony cavern.

“Foster, we must talk. I hear you are not feeling well -- that you are depressed. Our daily work inside the heart of the earth tends toward that, but I sense something else. Am I right?”

“As usual,” Foster replied sounding resigned.

“Will you tell me about it?” the Old Man asked.

There was silence for a long moment. The Old Man knew that Foster was not refusing to answer but taking time to collect his thoughts. 

“I guess I started feeling responsible for some of this mess because of my position as a journalist. I had deliberately helped to publicly trash some people because it was the popular route at the time. But it wasn’t until I thought about it some more that my willingness to go along made me even culpable in my wife, Mara’s death. Before, I had always blamed ‘the system’ for it. But now I can see how I contributed to that ‘system.’”

“How do you mean?” the Old Man asked.

Foster’s voice sobbed forth from the darkness. “She was killed with nice words.”

Brain-Dead By Any Other Name Would Be Alive

Nat Hentoff, editor of the Leftist paper, The Village Voice, once commented, “These bioethicists have gardens in which they cultivate only euphemisms.”14 Hentoff cogently described the bizarre path of deathmaking that medical ethics had taken in recent years. False terminology such as “brain-dead,” “selective non-treatment,” and “artificial nutrition and hydration” had softened the blow and led to general acceptance of killing the medically dependent.

With the declines in reading and the corresponding ability to thoughtfully analyze language, the trick was simple. Many in the “field” of medical ethics were fully aware of the subversive nature of their abuse of language.

“Since the old ethic has not been fully displaced it has been necessary to separate the idea of abortion from the idea of killing, which continues to be socially abhorrent. The result has been a curious avoidance of scientific fact, which everyone really knows, that human life begins at conception and is continuous whether intra- or extra-uterine until death. The very considerable semantic gymnastics which are required to rationalize abortion as anything but taking a human life would be ludicrous if they were not often put forth under socially impeccable auspices. . . . 

One may anticipate further development of these roles [of medical ethics] as the problems of birth control and birth selection are extended inevitably to death selection and death control. . .”15
This deliberately devious connivance transported us to the edge of the “slippery slope” with the able assistance of the media. Quotes such as the one above were bandied around in professional circles -- as were other insulting comments -- and went completely unreported. But the saddest fact is that most Americans who were “literate” would not have had the educational substance or discipline to read and understand the above quote -- or take offense to its sneering, patronizing tone.

The use of dehumanizing words -- what one wit called “the terms of surrender” -- was at the heart of the deception. People died because they were “brain-dead” (an utterly meaningless term), or “vegetables,” or “lacking in quality of life,” or simply “old” or “fetuses.” This linguistic dehumanization was the modern equivalent of the previous century America’s “nigger” or the early 20th century Germany’s “useless eaters.” But these terms were not censored. The press, in fact, made their usage common -- and helped make the slaughter common.
The Old Man was quiet after hearing Foster’s tale. The dark cavern waited in respect. Finally, Foster again violated the silence. 

“That’s what I couldn’t let them see -- that I was angry with the way the system simply decided when someone was better off dead and ceased treating them. I had always bought the idea that medical resources were limited and it ought to be rationed -- especially UniMed, the government stuff that most people are covered by. I guess I never realized what it all meant until they stamped Mara’s card with the words, ‘Limited -- Blue’ -- a derivative of the old ‘Code Blue’ in hospitals where a person was not to be resuscitated. Only this branded her anywhere and everywhere, even if she paid her own way. The UniMed card had to be produced to receive any kind of medical care at all and the inscription may as well have been ‘nigger’ for all the attention she got. The limitations of her care were basically for pain-killers -- nothing else could legally be done for her. She wasted away quickly.

“I couldn’t let Trask know about that or I would have been on permanent treatment, so I faked going along with therapy while I tried to cook up something else.”

“That’s when you started looking at disappearing?” the Old Man asked.

“Yeah, I remembered reading about some loony religious cults that were trying to become self-sufficient. At first I had assumed they were hiding out from Armageddon, but I figured I would try to find out more about them.”

*           *          *

Two men had entered Sears’ room early in the morning and clasped a device around his ankle. It appeared to be a cross between metal and white plastic, tubular, about a three-eighths diameter, and joined as two halves in some unseen fashion. It was somewhat flexible and, though not tight, too close to the skin to have any hope of removing it. It was nothing like anything he’d ever seen.

What have these damn commies come up with now? he wondered. No doubt some new, top-secret material. Our guys probably invented this stuff but, before you know it, the commies’ll be taking credit for it.

Sears studied it for a long time before the Old Man entered and told him the news.

“We cannot ascertain who -- or what -- you are, Mr. Sears, but since our work here requires the utmost in secrecy, I’m afraid we cannot trust you to run free on the chance that you might reveal us to others,” he said. “But we cannot simply, without other facts, assume you are an enemy. So we have elected to offer you a place here until your memory returns and we can check you out. Until then, that device will remain around your ankle. It is a remote transceiver -- that is, we have a transmitter that sends out a signal every five minutes and that device, if it is within a mile of our hills here, will hear it and return a signal. But your little anklet is smarter than just a responder. If it does not receive a signal for, say ten minutes, a small amount of a very stable explosive contained in it goes off and probably blows your foot off. From there, you would probably bleed to death quickly, but, even if you didn’t, you wouldn’t be going very far.”

Well, there it is, thought Sears. Their work requires the “utmost secrecy.” I knew they were commies.

“I don’t understand, sir,” Sears said in his best confused and apologetic voice. “You mean I’m to be some kind of prisoner here?”

The Old Man looked troubled but resolute. “I suppose you’d have to call it that. No matter how much of a ‘leash’ we give you, so to speak, you are still not free. Unfortunately, we have no choice. I will assign someone to show you your quarters and to show you around -- including what is off limits to you. He’ll be by tomorrow morning. After that, you’ll be as free as we can afford to make you. Okay?”

“Well, if you don’t mind my saying so, sir, it’s not really okay, but it seems I have no choice.”

“Stoic,” the Old Man said. “I suppose that’s the best attitude under the circumstances. But, please, once you get to know your way around, come and see me and we’ll see if we can’t make the situation more bearable.”

“Okay, sir,” Sears said. And we’ll see if there isn’t some way I can get enough information to get your commie butt thrown in jail.

CHAPTER 5

I caught my bus to town on a bright Saturday afternoon. It was depressing to waste such a rare Seattle day sitting inside at a group therapy session. I had been going for about six months. Immediately after my “fifth floor” experience, I picked up several popular books on psychology to see what I was in for. They had not changed much since the Me Decade of the 1970s. It was pretty much the same old self-centered tripe -- with a few changes in lingo.

Readjusting my mental state to coincide with the therapeutic gestalt was not difficult, though I found the touchy-feely hugging a stretch to accommodate. One needed to make sure that “breakthroughs” were not immediate or too complete. You had to make sure that the group was allowed to analyze you and dissect your psyche so that your help was a result of their efforts. Otherwise they felt cheated and would accuse you of “blocking” or “denial” or “insensitivity” -- three of the capital crimes of a psychiatric society. You had to allow them to point out your errors, deny them briefly (often for several sessions if the error was serious enough), and finally submit to the insight of the group. It was clear from crime statistics and recidivism rates that this is what crafty criminals had been doing for decades. I had become a modern criminal -- robbed of self-esteem or bearing weighty inner rage -- and I adopted modern criminal methods. 

Unfortunately there was a major difference between me and other criminals. Others generally worked in small auto shops, power-up stations for cars, restaurants, metal fabrication shops, and the like. There was no “fifth floor” to monitor their daily attitudes in these small enterprises. These other patients could revert to their true feelings when outside therapy. 

I, on the other hand, knew that my every story, my daily demeanor, my casual conversation at lunch, even the joke I did or didn’t laugh at in the office was being scrutinized. Keeping my guard up most of the day was the difficult part. It was emotionally exhausting.

I wondered how long this examination would continue. 

At first I deluded myself into thinking that once my stint at group therapy ended, I would be able to relax. But while riding this bus on this particular beautiful day I realized that it was not so.

No, I wouldn’t sit in the sour-smelling little room across from Charles the sex-offender with his babyish face forever. I would not be treated to the weekly vision of the pretty Desiree who was so high-strung that she was unable to cope with her own seven-year-old son’s harangue about her smoking -- a major preoccupation of his which he picked up in Health class in school. Her therapy was ordered as a result of his telling his teacher that she became angry at him when he pointed out the dangers of smoking. 

Smoking tobacco, a relatively rare habit in these days due to the exorbitant taxes and to UniMed, the universal medical coverage. If you smoked -- or even chewed -- tobacco, certain kinds of treatment were denied to you and everyone had UniMed except congressmen and selected other federal officials. Seeking treatment outside the UniMed plan was a federal offense -- even if you had the money. While heroin addicts got clean needles, government grade drugs, and full medical coverage because of their addictive illness, tobacco users were deprived of help. The stress on tobacco addicts was enormous -- thus, Desiree’s presence in therapy.

Nor would I need face the insipid “Mr. Therapy” -- whose name was Alan -- and whose repertoire of neuroses expanded each week with the release of the new issue of Mental Health magazine and its proclamations of the latest thing in diseases of the mind. 

All of this was temporary, I realized, but because of my exposed position -- my ability to write and disseminate ideas -- I would never be free of surveillance. Trask would never let go. What Trask had feared was not so much the ideas that I might acquire from my forays into ancient literature, but that those ideas might bleed into my writing and thus alter the carefully constructed robo-thought of acceptable ideas.

The bus squealed to a halt at my stop in front of the three-story, glassed-in structure where the sessions were held. I glanced at my watch and noticed I was early. Already, “Mr. Therapy” was at the door anxiously awaiting the arrival of Martin, the group’s facilitator, and Ridley, the professional monitor. I turned and headed up the street to a bookstore to browse away this small freedom of time. The shelves were choked with self-help, self-analysis, self-self books. I had never noted their preponderance until now. I knew I had to plan some kind of escape from this ever-tightening therapeutic noose.

In the past, I had loved this bookstore. But now I saw that the shallow selection merely had the patina of depth. My eyes landed on a cover that stated, Weird Beliefs and Curious Cults of Modern America. The author was a well-known anthropologist who had done little in the actual science but was in high demand as a popularizer of scientific ideas. He was much like Carl Sagan had been in an earlier time. His voice and the letters behind his name were designed to lend credibility to his pronouncements -- pronouncements that were made on subjects utterly out of his field.

I picked up the tome and thumbed through its pages. Here, the author took on the level tone of a scientist examining the facts. Beneath was the condescension of an adult to a small child or a technological man to a country hick. Much of what were called Weird Beliefs was material straight out of church catechisms or biblical commentaries -- virgin birth, resurrection, biblical inspiration, and many more. Among the Curious Cults were groups who still awaited the second coming of Christ and small knots of people who were becoming self-sufficient and isolating themselves from civilization in various ways. It was these latter that caught my attention.

My options were few. I could live out my life as a bug in a glass jar or I could escape. As a fugitive, I could get false papers (as I would be traced by my own medical card -- if nothing else) and begin working as . . . as what? I was 60-years-old then and not exactly in shape to take on anything manual. Or I could escape altogether from the society. 

I thought I could park myself on a spur that was hidden from the main track of life -- thus my interest in these self-sufficiency groups was piqued. I needed to know more, but I needed to find out clandestinely. The biggest concern was to secure a new identity. 

In an earlier time, disappearance would be much more simple. 

When I was young, Americans still were repulsed by the idea of a national identity card. That fear almost sunk President Roosevelt’s carefully constructed Social Security system. It was only the guarantee in law that the Social Security number would not be used for identification purposes, that allayed that fear -- a promise later reneged. 

Americans also resisted other attempts at national ID, harking back to old memories of Europe where the police could -- without cause -- “demand your papers.”

The UniMed card rode in on the much-vaunted health care crisis without much thought being given to the fact that it required a national identification card encoded with personal information. Now UniMed cards carried a criminal history as well as medical history. In the early part of the decade, the U.S. Supreme Court overturned Brown v Texas and allowed law enforcement officers to demand UniMed identification without probable cause.

Another look at my watch told me that I was nearly late for the session. I hurried out of the store to the quizzical look of the girl at the cash register.

A new person was being introduced to our group on that day. Jason was a rail of a man with a preposterously hooked beak for a nose. His watery, small eyes seemed to be buried in his narrow head. He was a college-educated man in his early 30s but he had no sense of language and he found both verbal and written communication difficult. His reasons for being in therapy were yet to be discovered, but his difficulty in communications was a common malady. 

In college, he had been an English major.

Breeding Illiteracy

What poverty of education people must have had in the past -- no computers, no Dick-and-Jane sight-readers, no “reading labs,” no Reading Is Fundamental programs, no Head Start, no National Education Association, no task-forces to find out “Why Johnny can’t read” -- they must have lived in trying times.

And in trying times they lived. One example was the Civil War. Historians have mountains of things from then -- generally letters -- written by everyone from slaves to privates to generals. One Private Alexander Hunter wrote describing a Civil war hospital:

“At night my ward became like the dim caverns of the catacombs, where instead of the dead in their final rest, there were wasted figures burning with fever, and raving from the agony of splintered bones, tossing from side to side with every ill, it seemed, that human flesh is heir to. From the rafters the flickering oil lamp swung mournfully, casting a ghastly light.”16
Nor was such descriptive prose the exception. The columnist who used the above quote noted that “the beautiful speeches of Abraham Lincoln may seem miraculous today but a nation that produced so many Private Hunters could surely produce one Lincoln.” 

In truth, the cogent eloquence of Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address would be regarded as effete and pompous today. This judgment would be made by men who while in college wrote such masterpieces as, “In are times the responcible writers must read the hand writeing on the wall so he can asses the human conditions.”17 

Another columnist, having commented on an unflattering survey of teens’ level of general knowledge received a packet of high school students’ letters sent by the teacher . The columnist had suggested a mandatory draft as a way to expand the horizons of the youngsters. 

One young woman unknowingly predicted the sour future in which we now live when she wrote, “This lidiot (referring to the columnist) is probly 70 years old. If we are all brain dead you beder live with it we are the future.”

Another attempted to capture the entirety of his philosophy in one paragraph. He wrote, “We should get our own choice what we want to do in our lifetime if he wants everyone to do what he wants why dont he just run for president. We like certain music compared to that classic stuff they listen to and they want all of us to get drafted for a service that we might not enjoy at all yes you might make good money from it but it won’t last forever yes life was tough 50 years ago and it still is tough now so who does he think he us telling us what we should do with our lives we have a choice and his just mad because we aint went throu it jet and some teeneragers dont want to go through it so I really wouldnt mind if I went through tell you one thing that it would change ones life a lot when it is over you probly would have a lot of nightmares.”18 

And besides the language errors of this last example, there was an evident shift in emphasis from earlier work. 

The Civil War writers -- including Private Hunter -- had an entirely different focus. They looked at and described the world around them and its people. The young of our time describe only self.
When our new man arrived, the group, like gossip-hungry columnists, descended upon his psyche. It was easier to draw blood on the new and uninitiated Jason. This took much of the heat off me for a while because I was now not the freshest meat in the circle. I did, however, come under fire when I did not join the rest in the orgy of “treatment” they were showering on the hapless Jason. The suggestion -- and it was really more than suggestion -- was that I was “uncaring” about our newest member because I was not participating in the slice-and-dice of Jason’s emotional life. I could see that I would lose ground quickly if I did not make a cut or two myself so I joined the chorus of general harangue -- “C’mon, Jason, you’re blocking again! Open up and be transparent!”

What had started as an easy session became a drain. I sensed a part of me that actually enjoyed drawing emotional blood and that worried me. I realized that I had to find an “out” soon; either that or find some way to harness that lower nature that had taken pleasure in Jason’s pitiful helplessness. When I left, I wandered around downtown until I reached an old section destined for urban renewal. The area had once been a thriving business center of a large, old neighborhood but was now being swallowed up by the spread of the city center. The one- and two-story brick edifices testified to an earlier, more pedestrian time. Walking down what used to be the main street, I looked down a side street and spotted a old, peeling sign. Unlike most signs, it was wood and the legend was painted rather than formed plastic. 

The words were faded but still proclaimed, Antiques & Collectibles. No other identification was made.

I felt drawn to look inside so I stepped to the door which held an “Open” sign and rang a bell as it was opened. 

It was dark inside but not from absence of light. Everything could be seen clearly but the dark was like that of aging wood -- a natural result of time -- and everything in the shop was aging. The antiquity of everything around me vibrated with a life that did not exist in my normal surroundings. Collecting and displaying antiques had not been in vogue for many years and it was hard to imagine a business in their sale surviving at all. The floor lamps cast dim light into corners of the room where filled bookshelves stood waiting for scholars. Hand-crafted, overstuffed chairs sat side-by-side and leafed tables bore piles of oddities. A glassed-in case contained old watches, rings, scrimshaw, pendants, and other smaller items. 

I was shocked to see a man of tender years behind the counter. I put his age at 15 or 16. He was a rangy youth with a shock of straight, black hair falling across his right eye as he leaned forward to rearrange the offerings in the glass case. 

“Is there anything I can help you with, sir?” he asked with a smile.

“No. Just looking,” I replied noncommittally but secretly surprised at being called “sir.” 

It was not a common affectation, though it was a habit of mine from a very manners-conscious mother.

“Well, if you have any questions, just call, sir. I’ll be around here somewhere.”

At first I looked without seeing. My mind was still caught up with the young man behind the counter. I had fully expected such a place to be manned by someone older than myself and my mind was having a difficult time negotiating the turn. What brought me back to reality was when my eyes crossed the word “confessions” in a book title. 

It was Confessions of Augustine and the whole of my detoured life of the last six months seemed to have hinged on that title. I had long since quit using the library for anything except research for work. I was certain Trask would continue to monitor my withdrawals so I occasionally checked out popular self-help titles and light fiction -- most of which I never read. Here, before my eyes, were copies of some of the “elitist” books I had read. 

Loose copies of such works were rarely seen -- all were either in libraries or were moldering away in some basement. Very few people kept books anymore. Many would read books on-line on their computers. Even the paperbacks now were of new, bio-degradable papers. It was more than the fact that they were simply made from recyclable materials, they actually returned to natural materials within two years. Real books such as these were only published for law books or records of some kind. Most book issues included a “library edition” which was more lasting, but they were not widely available to the public.

I moved from room to room among the tables, chairs, lamps, and other things, but everywhere were books. I carefully pulled down one after another to examine them as though they were living things. There was something that exuded from the pages of Shakespeare, Dante, and Milton that commanded such respect.

At last I came upon the young man again. He was seated on one of the old chairs with his feet upon a stool and an open book in his hands. I could make out Flavius Josephus dimly embossed on the cover. 

“He looked up with ‘May I help you?’” in his eyes.

“What kind of book is that?” I asked pointing to the volume in his hand.

“Oh, this? History. Josephus was a first century Jewish historian who wrote for the Romans,” he replied.

“And you find that . . . interesting?” I asked incredulously.

“Yes, sir! I really like history. My dad, the owner of this shop -- he is out on a buying run -- he gets me a lot of good history books. Of course, that is on condition that I read other books that he assigns me that I don’t enjoy as much.”

“For instance?”

“Well, the more poetic material is hard for me to get through. Shakespeare, and the like. He says that I need to be familiar with good usage of language if I am ever to have good usage of thought. I couldn’t understand what he meant by that for quite a while but now I’m beginning to understand it. I still have a tough time with that kind of material but I can see that it is hard to think clearly unless you can clearly use language -- and even if the thinking was there without it, how would you express it to others without a good command of language. I mean, some of what these writers say could not be said so clearly and succinctly without developing disciplined forms of expression.”

I was taken aback. Perhaps I had misjudged this young man’s age, yet my earlier encounter in group therapy with Jason and my experience with many college graduates told me that there was a difference in the way these were educated.

Government Schools and Propaganda

“Like Shakespeare is irrelevant,” one of J. Mitchell Morse’s college students told him, because like you know like he says like ‘thee’ and ‘thou.’” 

Morse bemoaned the literary pit into which the West -- particularly the U.S. -- had fallen. He blamed the successes of conservative ideology on the distraction of education from its goal of spreading ideas through the precision of language.

He was half right. While conservatives generally held sway over economic issues, liberals had equal power over social concerns -- both seemed satisfied that lowered learning would advance their causes. Conservative censorship took the blunt form of wanting the classics taught -- but only the ideologically correct classics. From the Left, censorship aimed at the heart of language itself. Not only did liberal ideology label the classics as “elitist” and “arbitrary” but they insisted that “Black English” or Ebonics -- in which very little in the way of liberating ideas could be expressed -- be accepted as legitimate language for all courses (theme papers, theses, and dissertations) except advanced language courses. He gave an eloquent rebuttal to the theory that requiring Standard English is an evil, white-man’s plot for supremacy.

Morse correctly identified this threat from the Left but incorrectly presumed that it would only benefit the Right. In actuality, all political powers -- Left and Right -- enjoy the benefits of an illiterate public operating purely on its glands. Each uses emotions to send the juices flowing unthinkingly into the bodies needed to perform their desired tasks. Patriotism or rebellion can be switched on with a slogan.

Self-serving governments have a vested interest in poor education -- not to say, no education -- but limited education. It is to their advantage to have a citizenry that can read -- slightly -- and that can think -- slightly. This is so they can aim their ideological messages just below the level of conclusions and allow the public to “think” their way to the only possible conclusion. Of course the disadvantage to this is that the ideological opponent can use the same trick if he can find a way to access mass-information outlets. 

This is precisely what happened in the 1960s and onwards. The Left began to gain strongholds in the major media and began sapping the public with its anti-government message.19
In the illiterate public mind, there was confusion for a while but soon the tide turned. The Government had become so dependent on the media to trumpet its message that they were eventually unable to sound it on their own. Even the public schools, once the bastions of conservative government propaganda, succumbed to the drum-beating of the Left. Thus the Left was more effective in their use of illiteracy to gain the corridors of power.

The boy looked down and began to read again. I looked at some more books and left. But I made a mental note of the store’s location.

CHAPTER 6

Sears had been introduced around. Already he was familiar with the layout of the main hill. The other hills, being almost exclusively housing, were unfamiliar territory. He ambled through the corridors almost unimpeded except where he got close to the work areas. Now, he headed toward a conference room where he had arranged to meet the Old Man. 

In the month since his “freedom,” Sears had carefully checked out the marvels he had seen. His anklet was still a mystery. The halls were very adequately lit by what appeared to be a flexible neon tube about three-eighths of an inch in diameter. One of the children had shown him the beginnings of working a computer in one of the recreation areas. It was beyond anything he had even read. 

The “memory” for music, books -- whole libraries, in fact -- and nearly anything else, fit in small cubes of crystalline material.

This can’t be the commies, he thought. Aliens, perhaps?

But nothing indicated that these were anything but human beings. He had finally completely given up on the communist conspiracy explanation -- and, eventually, the alien beings explanation.

Remembering the old saw from Sherlock Holmes that after eliminating all the other possibilities, the only remaining possibility, no matter how improbable, must be the truth.

The time machine had worked! It was the only conclusion.

But, how? He had only been sent to dismantle a portion that the others had said was unworkable. What had he done to make it work? Could he make it work again -- and could he reverse it to take him back?

Oddly, Sears had always had his doubts about the Time Project, as it was not-so-cleverly called. His field had been electronics, not physics. And especially not what Dr. Halderbind had called chronophysics -- the physical properties of time -- a mix of what seemed to Sears to be philosophy, science, and magic.

The Time Project was low-paying work, but he had no wife or children to support, so he decided to indulge his love for science-fiction and mingle it with his work. But time travel stories always required more of a suspension of disbelief than other science-fiction. He had regarded it as technically impossible.

“If it is possible, it has already happened,” he told his colleagues using the oldest anti-time travel argument in the books. “If it has happened, it would be known by now or someone has changed the past in such a way that it will not be invented.”

The others laughed.

“You’re presuming a lot of things -- that travel backward is possible, for one,” Halderbind had told him. But this was as deep into theory as Sears could make it. Halderbind and two others ran the project, understood it, and Sears was merely a technician. 

“Another thing,” Halderbind added, “is that we do not know if time travels linearly or if it branches into multiple possible futures with each decision. There could be a maze of futures out there.”

That day, they had sent him down to remove the component the scientists had designed to calibrate the amount of time they hoped to traverse. When Dr. Steele, the younger and more adventuresome of the trio, had made an attempt it had failed and they suspected that part.

He had gone to the workspace below the glassed in control area toward the machine. He could see the vacuum tubes still glowing in the machine -- as it was still powered up. It was the last thing he remembered. 

With many victims of auto accidents, everything from a moment before the crash seemed to have been erased. This was similar. All he knew is that he remembered what he could only describe as a “brilliant black explosion,” without being able to place it in the timeline of events, and that he awoke on the deck of the machine under an outcropping in the Arizona desert.

His only hope was that time -- funny how the connotations of the use of that word had changed in Sears’ mind -- would revive the memory of the events leading up to the operation of the machine.

Isn’t that ironic, Sears ruminated. They were the brains, but I’m the one who has traveled in time. I wonder where they think I’ve gone?

As to how he had moved from the California high desert to Arizona, Sears was developing a theory based upon his scant understanding of time travel.

For one, the timing mechanism that instructed the rest of the machine how many hours to travel -- for it traveled only in increments of one hour -- was probably miscalibrated for the exact length of an hour. The tests were always set for 24-hour segments so as to calculate the machine arriving in the same place on the globe. Setting it for 23 hours, according to Halderbind, would land the machine one hour east. There was apparently a time-dimension to gravitation and the earth’s magnetic field, because the time-shift did not leave one floating in outer space. Latitude changes were possible with proper calculation, but longitudinal changes were only possible with the actual moving of the machine.

Dr. Steele’s test had set for 490,996 hours -- 56 years, including leap days -- though he could not be sure that he had not been carried a shorter or longer “distance” in time.

Even a slight miscalibration could have set off the arrival spot enough to land him in Arizona. Now, he was here. He would have to make the best of it.

But since the revelation that the time machine had worked, Sears had kept mum. He wasn’t sure if he wanted to -- or should -- reveal that secret. There was no telling what kind of effect that might have on these strange, semi-monastic people. He began looking for the escape -- the way to get back to the machine and see if he could make it work again -- in reverse.

He contemplated how that might happen. Carefully, he tried to reconstruct what he had done that June day when he had been overtaken by the “brilliant black explosion” and found himself waking later with the machine under a sandstone outcropping.

If he could remember, maybe he could figure something to try to reverse the action. Until then, he could wait. Keep quiet and wait. No man made system was perfect. Nature always eventually defeated man’s innovations like a delicate flower poking its way up through the concrete.

It was a philosophy. Even human nature would eventually break down the best system. People become accustomed to things -- and that’s a weakness. Once he had thought through some idea of how to operate the machine, he would take advantage of that weakness and get out.

*           *          *

The pen in Foster’s hand scrawled over the piece of paper. Text seemed to flow from his mind unabated as he carried sentence after sentence nearly without a pause. It was one of those days where he could put out page after page for hours on end. Foster felt a great satisfaction at these times, but still, when he thought about it, there seemed to be little sense to his endeavor. 

Who, for instance, he would wonder, will ever read this?
But he did not wonder such things when the words rolled out of his mind and on to the page as they did this day.

Foster had just finished writing when the Old Man came tapping at his door. 

“Come in,” Foster called.

The Old Man entered and carefully shut the door behind. “How are you feeling these days?” he asked.

“A bit better, I suppose,” he answered tentatively. “I’ve been thinking a lot lately, though.”

“About?” the Old Man ventured.

“Well, about some -- for lack of a better term -- ultimate questions. I’m a little reluctant to put them to you, though, because I’m pretty sure of what you might answer -- given your religious beliefs and all.”

“Suppose you just tell me what you are thinking and risk getting a religious answer. After all, if a religious answer is the only one that fits, it might be worth investigating, huh?”

Foster looked unsure for a moment, then shrugged and proceeded. “Well, suppose we assume -- as I do -- that either there is no God or He has no particular interest in human affairs. This belief leaves us on our own for everything, doesn’t it? This may seem rather basic to you but I am beginning to see problems for analyzing our culture in some chapters I have yet to write unless I consider the ramifications of these beliefs. What is difficult for me is to see how my belief truly affects my world. I have some ideas but I’m not sure of their accuracy or completeness -- and, even at that, I’m not sure I like the conclusions I’m seeing. I mean, I have a sense of morality and I feel that man has some purpose or goal to strive for, but my basic beliefs give me no foundation for either morality or purpose. If, for instance, I am the accidental product of a Big Bang, a primal soup, and a series of chance mutations, the only purpose would be to survive by whatever means. That undermines any concepts of morality or higher purpose. Do you see my dilemma?”

The Old Man’s expression did not change. “I think so. Are you saying that your foundational assumptions do not support your concept of morality?”

“That’s the way it looks right now. I haven’t thought it completely through but at the moment I haven’t discovered a way to maintain even standard ‘givens’ like equality of rights and freedom from oppression. I’ve never really thought about this until recently when I heard someone else argue the point -- there must be something I’m missing. There’s got to be.”

The Old Man shrugged. “Maybe there isn’t. I always find it interesting to ask where man would ‘evolve’ a sense of morality in the first place. I can see that he might, out of necessity, evolve a legal system, but not an innate sense of right and wrong -- especially one that has so many similarities throughout the world. It is only in various ‘civilized’ times -- especially today -- that we find people who have no concept of right and wrong. We call them sociopaths, but maybe they are simply the next stage of evolution, huh?”

“You have a point. A scary point,” Foster answered leaning back in his chair until it touched the wall. “What does the next stage of evolution look like? I’m sure that we won’t like the look of it any more than Neanderthal man liked Cro-Magnon. And I see your point about evolving a legal system. It would be like any other adaptation, a tool for survival like agricultural knowledge. But a moral sense? What kind of adaptation would that be?

“I also see what else you are driving at. If a moral sense would be hard to explain as an evolutionary adaptation, where would the instinctive belief in the supernatural come in? Good questions. And ones I will have to study before I get on with some parts of this book. It wouldn’t be complete without a look at the cultural mores.”

Foster picked up his pipe and began to load it with a plug of tobacco. The Old Man watched him work at lighting the moist, brown weed. 

“You know,” said Foster, “maybe you could recommend some reading for me on this. I can put those chapters on hold for now and work on other parts that I am more settled about.”

The Old Man asked, “Have you ever read Abandon All Hope?”

“Abandon All Hope? No,” he said puffing at his pipe to keep it going. “I remember hearing about it. Wasn’t it that a jeremiad by some would-be modern-day prophet?”

“Right,” the Old Man nodded.

“I heard it was a lengthy tome pointing out many ills of American culture and predicting disasters for the U.S. as a result. The guy -- I can’t remember his name -- who wrote it had a bad time getting it published but finally got 10,000 copies out from some small press in Oklahoma or someplace like that. I seem to recall that there was a call for a second -- and much larger -- printing but someone got an injunction against its distribution because it was a violation of some state hate crime laws. It was supposed to be anti-Jewish, anti-woman, and anti-gay. The author disappeared. Some of his supporters said it was a kidnap by the government. Others said that God had taken him to heaven. Some say he changed his identity and finally died as a street-person in New York.”

“You are correct about it being quashed,” the Old Man said. “But the original books were passed around and copied by a select group of people despite the U.S. Marshal’s court orders to round them up. I wouldn’t want to color your thinking about the content, but I have a copy if you would be interested in reading it. I think you might be intrigued in his analysis of America and the outcome of his predictions.”

“I would like to read it,” Foster answered. “I remember how upset I was hearing about the injunction and the Marshal’s orders but there was not much I could do about it. A few of the newspaper’s editors published opinions against it -- primarily because they thought that such a ruling would eventually affect their First Amendment rights. It was bald-faced censorship but the message of Abandon All Hope was unpopular enough that the civil libertarians would not defend it.”

Raw Judicial Power

Increasingly, the courts took it upon themselves to fulfill the social agenda. Using psychological gulags helped them to maintain the appearance of “compassion.” It worked for those whom the court thought they could “re-educate.” 

But during social upheavals such as the one in the late-20th century, there are always those who are intractable. The court would find inventive ways of dealing with them. The worst possible danger is if the dissident is able to accurately tell his story to great numbers of people. Thus, in what should have been the bastion of the First Amendment -- the courts -- censorship was liberally practiced. In the beginning, these gag orders were most heavily used against anti-abortion activists -- a relatively unpopular group -- in the late 1980s and early 1990s. No one suspected that their group might be next.

In 1989, attorney Cyrus Zal racked up over 290 days in jail for contempt of court for violating a judge’s order to refrain from saying “God, Jesus, baby, or any reference to Deity” in court during the trials of participants of Operation Rescue.20
Such rulings became the standard -- along with the denial of the use of viable defenses for these people. It was not long before the court’s authority began to be exercised outside the courtroom as well. Injunctions were issued prohibiting anti-abortion “speech” on public sidewalks outside abortion clinics. 

In September 1990, U.S. District Judge Richard Arcara in Buffalo, New York issued a restraining order that prohibited persons from encouraging others to demonstrate at local abortion clinics.21 

Among those listed in the order were local pastors who, when they asked for specific clarification, they were told that reading the text of Proverbs 24:11 which commands believers to “rescue those being dragged to slaughter” would violate the order -- even if it were read from the pulpit. Also in the order was a provision that these pastors “make a good faith effort to instruct all” to refrain from the anti-abortion demonstrations prohibited by the order.

Just days later, Judge Louis Oberdorfer, ordered Operation Rescue and its director, Randall Terry, to pay $47,000 in fines and legal fees. The order stated that “any person or organization which assumes the bills, wages, or any other monetary obligation” of Operation Rescue or Randall Terry -- including Terry’s personal bills -- would be subject to paying the entire $47,000, as would anyone encouraging others to help Terry or his group.

Taken together, the courts now dictated what was not to be said and what was to be said by those holding anti-abortion beliefs and militated against any person or group desiring to help them or spread the message of their plight. Such tactics were never used against radical, violent, or destructive groups such as White Aryan Resistance, Earth First!, ACT-UP, or Epiphany Plowshares. 

What was completely amazing was that churches did not rise to meet this challenge of freedom of religion. After all, they were being told what to preach, what not to preach, and where they could or could not give charitably. But there was a deafening silence at this final turn. Once the courts had escaped censure over this abuse of power, all the stops came out. Contempt of court charges against idealistic activists who refused to pay fines became “life sentences on the installment plan.”22 

Everyone seemed surprised when the same arbitrary “justice” was later applied to them.

“I’ll send someone by this morning with a copy for you, Foster,” the Old Man said. “When you finish, I would be interested in hearing your thoughts about it.”

“Sounds good to me,” Foster replied while trying to re-light the endlessly dying bowlful of tobacco. “Can’t afford to waste this stuff,” he added.

The Old Man smiled, nodded, and left the room.

*          *         *

“We must have more than the minimum of security we have had up to this point,” the Old Man said steadily looking into the eyes of Martin Jackson, Major, U.S. Army, retired.

The old soldier had helped set up a basic perimeter watch and selected a small handful of men to handle “security” needs within the community. Now the Old Man was virtually asking him to set up an army.

“It’s not like we don’t have the weapons. And it’s not like we don’t have real enemies,” the Old Man emphasized.

“Yes,” answered the Major. He was most often called Major Marty, or just Marty to others. He was near the end of his fifth decade when he had left the military -- and civilization -- in disgust. He had tried to just hide out in the mountains living out the rest of his days, but it was not possible. The cancer was even out there. 

Illegally, through some survivalist contacts, he had obtained a cache of weapons. The Second Amendment had long been relegated to a vestigial appendage. 

“I don’t know how you acquired the guns. Many are really out of date but entirely serviceable. I think I can set up a Swiss system -- you know, a percentage of the men are always armed with military gear even while working and they become our rapid response while others go arm up. Does that sound okay to you?”

“In fact, it does, Major,” The Old Man replied. “The council has discussed that model and seems to favor it. Once you come up with a plan, let me know and I’ll call a meeting. Of course, it will have to be approved again once we have our elected representatives in a couple of months.”

“Right,” the soldier said. He stood, stretching his 6 foot frame, brushed back his cropped haircut as if he had long locks. “I’ll get right on it. Do you have an inventory of the weapons and other gear available?”

The Old Man was now turned back to his desk sorting through some papers. “Yes, I’ll have it sent over to you today,” he answered as he continued to burrow through the paper pile.

The Major briskly left the office.

*         *         *

“Mr. Foster?” the small voice of Lizard came from behind. 

Foster turned to see the small strawberry-blonde head poked through his door. 

“Come in, Lizard. What can I do for you?”

“I was reading about different kinds of jobs people have in my reader -- and, well -- I was wondering about writing. My mom said I could do a report on whatever kind of job I wanted -- and I decided on writing.”

“Well, sit down and tell me what you need to know.”

Lizard was a bright young man. His academic level was several years beyond his chronology. 

“Mom says you used to write for a newspaper,” he started. 

Foster nodded and Lizard continued, “What did you do? I mean, who decides what to write about? How do you find so many stories to fill all those pages?”

“Hold it. Let’s take one at a time,” Foster answered. 

Is this what it’s like to have a son? he asked himself. 

“First, the assignment editor decides what stories are covered. He picks them from several sources. Press releases -- which are announcements from people and groups who plan events that they think are news, from the wire -- stories sent from other cities and countries, or even police radio. He decides which reporters will be assigned to which stories. After the written stories come in, some editors decide which stories to print and which to toss out. After that, they are edited for length and laid out in pages to fit with the advertising that has been sold for that day’s paper.”

“Dad used to say that the newspapers weren’t fair, though. How come?”

Foster felt the wound. “Newspaper writers are people -- people with their own ideas. They were supposed to not let their own ideas interfere with their writing, but it often did anyway. And editors could make different issues seem important or unimportant by the stories they printed or threw out.”

“How do you become a writer?” Lizard interjected as though he were finished with that particular end of the topic.

“You have to do well on your English, for one,” Foster said noting the frowning reaction of Lizard. “It helps to do a lot of reading -- and sometimes on subjects that are not your particular interest.”

“I already read a lot for my school,” Lizard replied. 

He was schooled by his mother in their quarters. Lizard was one of the few children living in this mountain. Most of the families lived under the other two hills. Most were schooled in groups by resident teachers. 

“I would rather climb rocks.”

Foster smiled and nodded. “I’m sure you would, but we need smart young fellahs like you to be well taught.”

“But, why? Everybody says we’ll be stuck out here for a long time. What good is an education out here?”

“More than you think, Lizard. Besides, nobody knows how long -- or short -- we’ll be out here. And education does more than prepare you for a job, it can help you just be a better person,” Foster said.

*          *           *

The entrance to the caverns was in a shaded crook in the hillside and there was often a cool flow of air emitting from it during hot days like today. Foster pulled up a stool and sat leaning back against the rock wall. He held the book carefully. The binding was hard unlike the instant disposal, biodegradable books that the power of the environmental lobby had forced on the world. 

The new books, Foster thought, were symbolic of the transience of ideas within. 

As the book decayed, so did its ideology. Perhaps one of the motivations behind the hatred against Abandon All Hope was that its sturdy, cloth-covered, hard cover declared its contents to be more lasting than the temporal works of popular fashion. The world today bore an unquenchable hatred towards the idea of absolutes, permanence, or even objective beauty.

Foster fingered the narrow book’s fine pages. The publisher had made an extraordinary effort to release Abandon All Hope with a binding suitable to the importance of the message. There was a tactile sense of weight to the surprisingly thin volume -- a weight of thought, not of bulk. From the first words on the flyleaf, Foster was hooked. Before he had quite realized it, the first chapter was finished. Foster sat back hard at its end as if released from a taut string.

“Pretty heavy stuff, huh?” the voice of Jones came from behind.

“Well, its engrossing alright,” Foster admitted.

Jones walked over and sat on his haunches beside Foster’s stool. He pulled a pencil out from behind his ear where his sandy hair had grown to cover almost to the earlobe. 
“That book seems to have the whole scenario laid out in advance,” he said pointing the pencil toward the horizon and sweeping an arc. The outlined hills baked orange and brown in the direct, pressing sunlight. Lizards clung to the bellies of rocks in fear of the unforgiving sun. The pale blue sky held two ragged, skimpy clouds in search of water and shade. 

“The book is too accurate.” Jones added. “Must be a prophet.”

“Or an extraordinarily insightful person,” Foster added.

“There’s a difference?” Jones asked.

“Well, I guess I see what you mean. I tend to think of a prophet as some wild-eyed lunatic holding a sign saying, ‘The end is near,’ but I suppose he would -- if he were worth anything -- have to be a clear thinker.”

“Right. If anyone was remembered as a prophet, he was not likely to have been truly loony,” Jones said. “History would be against recording stories of nuts unless they had something going for them.”

“You’re probably right about that much but this book has a lot of religious presumptions. I mean, when this guy says ‘God is gonna get ya,’ he is not using it in some Deist, Thomas Jeffersonian way. He actually means that a real God is going to take vengeance. That’s a pretty arrogant position -- claiming to speak for God.”

“It would be, if it were not so, Foster,” Jones retorted. “But suppose it were true. After all, his predictions are accurate.”

“As far as I’ve read,” Foster admitted. “I have only gotten through one chapter so far. I’ll have to read the rest.”

“You will,” Jones stated flatly. “The best is yet to come.”

Foster opened the book again and his eyes fell on the title of the second chapter, Man as a God: The Failure of Existentialism.

“When man masquerades as God, destruction will surely follow,” the text began. “Existential man is adrift in a non-existent universe, or at least a universe where nothing real exists.”

Foster stopped. It reminded him of the conversation with the Old Man about moral absolutes.

Arbitrary Truth

If there is anything that is the earmark of our time it is syncretism. All beliefs are simply rolled into a homogeneous mass and assigned equal value. The only acceptable absolute is that there are no absolutes. All truths have equal acceptance, so long as they do not contest the primacy of the official truths. Believe what you want, but burn the incense to Caesar.

This tolerance for all ideas sounds wonderfully liberating until one puts it into practice. There is a remarkable difference between syncretism and freedom of speech. One postulates the equality of the ideas themselves the other grants only equal rights in expressing the ideas but recognizes implicitly that ideas will be accepted or rejected upon their merits. This process of selection requires an educated ability to discriminate between the precious and the vile -- an ability almost entirely lacking in our times.

The subversive effect of this syncretism is to throw confusion even on the concepts of right and wrong. It assumes that no standard of behavior is inviolable, but that said standards are transitory. Societies can plod along fairly well if there is a consensus on good and evil -- even when there is no supernatural restraint. But such cultures must invest in propagandizing their citizens with those values. 

In our time, the process of propagandizing itself was called into question. Previously, the consensus was based on a Biblical concept of right and wrong to which even unbelievers agreed. But that anchor had been cut loose for decades when the new doctrine of “pluralism” (effectively the same as syncretism) was being established. No one, it was said, could decide right and wrong for another. The idea of authority was not recognized. The popular bumper sticker read, “Question Authority.”

The advice was widely taken and each person became their own authority to arbitrarily -- without reference points -- determine good and evil. Man became his own God and, instead of bringing creation out of chaos, he brought chaos to all of creation.

*         *        *


Foster sat leaning his head over his desk kneading his forehead with stubby fingers. He held his face cradled and closed his eyes. In his mind, he was casting about for the next words he would use for his story. But discussions he had had with community people on spiritual subjects intruded, shouldering aside his desire to work on the project. Over and over, the arguments would flow past that mental screen despite his attempts to focus on his work. He was just about to surrender progress on his project and go for a walk when there was a shuffling outside his door -- then a knock.

“Yeah,” he called. “Be right there.”

When he opened the door, the large frame of Jones filled the rectangle. He was not carrying any scrolls or tools of his trade which suggested that he was not merely on his way to one of his work-sites. 

“The Old Man says you’ve never actually seen the vaults,” Jones invited. “I thought you might want to come along and let him give you a tour. They are only opened every six months, you know.”

“So I’ve heard,” Foster replied reaching for a light wrap to ward off the coolness of the tunnel.

Together they walked toward the preparation room. Foster had been here on several occasions. Electrical conduits crawled the walls of this room and lead back to the generators located in a cavern nearer the surface. Heat differential generators chugged out the vital juice for the prep room’s microfilm equipment and computers. 

“The goal is to get every book in two print copies, two disk copies, and one copy in microfilm for the vault. We don’t know how long this darkness will last or if anyone will still remember how to use a microfilm reader or a computer, but these things do not rot like paper,” Jones said. “Over through that arch is where books are treated. Even old, pre-biodegradable books had a lot of acid in their paper making them more subject to decay. We have a solution that will neutralize most of that reaction.”

Foster saw men and women busily engaged in photographing books or typing them on to computer screens. None looked up from their tasks. As they entered the next area, there was a pungent odor that Foster had smelled occasionally on the clothing of some in the community. 

“The smell is the neutralizing solution,” Jones said anticipating Foster’s question. “It evaporates very quickly and recirculating the air for this room is nearly impossible. There have been no harmful effects linked to this stuff but many of the workers prefer to wear gloves and masks anyway.

“Dollies with large tires stood at the far end of the room at the mouth of a large tunnel. Crates of books and boxes of microfiche and computer disks were loaded on the carriers. The Old Man stood out, even among the large men who were preparing to push the loads toward the tunnel. Another smell caught Foster’s nose. It was the sharp smell of Plexiglas as it is cut in a band-saw. Immediately his memory was transported back to high school shop classes where the material was all the rage to work with. Foster could see that they were making sealed containers in which to store books. Each worker had a list of dimensions for specific books and he would make a case for it, place a book and a label inside, and seal the lid with silicone glue.

Foster and Jones crossed the room unnoticed until they had nearly reached the group. 

“Ah, Foster! Jones! So glad you could make it. We’re just about to go.” 

And the Old Man signaled the others who began to push the carts into the passageway. Foster had wondered why all these beefy men were selected for this job but that soon became apparent. There was no difficulty in moving the loads forward. The trick came in not allowing them to get moving too quickly on the mild downward grade. A handle on the carts contained a brake but this alone was not sufficient for the long corridor that they planned to traverse.

The Old Man walked behind the ungainly caravan. “We only open the vaults every six months because we want as little disruption down here as possible. The more that we are down there, the better the possibilities of a tragic accident that could destroy computer disks or microfilm or books. We wait until we have a load like this to go in and store before we open the vault.”

“Who decides what goes in?” Foster asked.

“The final decision is mine, I suppose,” the Old Man admitted, “but I get a lot of suggestions from the community. I’m no absolute authority on what is great writing. Of course when one goes back four or five centuries, it becomes easier. Most books that saw print at all were of some value. With the advent of movable type, and finally speed presses, the process itself was less discriminating. Printing was cheap enough that the publishers could afford to print more and more so-called pulp material -- though even some of that was quite good. An example is the whole field of science fiction was considered pulp, but some of the pieces were well worth preserving -- Martian Chronicles, The Foundation Trilogy, and others. All told, though, the art of writing was in decline.”

Awash in Books

The unstoppable roll of a declining society had been unmistakable for decades. Few put it (or much of anything else) as cogently as Malcolm Muggeridge.

“It has long seemed abundantly clear to me that I was born into a dying, if not already dead, civilisation, whose literature was part of the general decomposition; a heap of rubble scavenged by scrawny Eng. Lit. vultures, and echoing with hyena cries of Freudians looking for their Marx and Marxists looking for their Freud. This, despite adam’s apples quivering over winged collars to extol it, and money, money, money, printed off and stuffed into briefcases to finance it. At the beginning of a civilisation, the role of the artist is priestly; at the end, harliquinade. From St Augustine to St Ezra Pound, from Plainsong to the Rolling Stones, from El Greco to Picasso, from Chartres to the Empire State Building, from Benvenuto Cellini to Henry Miller, from Pascal’s Pensees to Robinson’s Honest to God. A Gadarene descent down which we all must slide, finishing up in the same slough.”24 

In my own view, the decline was sped along the fast-track by the dual curses of declining reading ability and the constant output of greedy publishing houses providing literary swill aimed at the lowered reading level.

Much of the worst in books was now defended loudly as appropriate for schools by free press advocates.

But it was not so much that some wanted the books banned or censored, but that they felt that students should be reading books that would stretch their abilities rather than pander to their stagnant desires. Vapid titillation became the mark of the modern “classics” -- the notables of the Times Best Sellers List (and it is notable that, to the public, great writing was signified in sales rather than standards of literature). 

Fawning “critics” filled the daily newspapers with hyperbole puffing every new fashionable novel. Superlative followed superlative as each new release was touted as “the most important book of the year” followed the very next week by “the most important book of the decade.” 

Bryan F. Griffin noted, “And therein lay the tragedy of the awful spectacle: the few serious books of the grimly flippant century were being buried by the avalanche of mass-produced ‘importance.’”25 

Meanwhile, the public went on blindly presuming that they were reading “important” books when , in fact, they were imbibing entertaining propaganda.
The thick door drew back at the Old Man’s urging. There was an antechamber which measured 20 by 25 feet and contained pictograph instructions on elementary phonics and reading. the second door, at the far end, held a sign that gave plain English instructions on opening the vault. 

“We hope that whoever discovers this chamber will learn to read a little before entering the actual vault -- if they don’t remember,” the Old Man explained.

He then opened the second door. Inside were rows of dimly lit shelves where the Plexiglas containers stood in file. In the far left were a computer and a microfilm reader within an acrylic casing. Instructions for its removal were given in both English and pictographs as were the instructions to operate the machinery. 

“We can’t depend on our discoverers to patiently master the lessons of the antechamber before entering the vault, so we have used both forms of instructions.”

“What about power,” Foster asked.

The Old Man pointed to the pictographs again. Foster could see that the plaque labeled “I” showed a man pouring a liquid into a box. “This shows how to activate the battery with solution -- it will keep longer without the stuff inside -- and then how to crank the generator until the telltale showed a charge,” The Old man explained.

“Seems like you’ve thought of everything,” Foster said.

“We’ve probably thought of most things,” Jones injected. “But we haven’t even come close to covering for everything that could happen.”

Foster looked about the dimly lit cavern and shivered as he recalled what he had read of the first Dark Age.

CHAPTER 7

The rain splattered hard on the picture window at the rear of my rowhouse. The decades-old deck outside stood twenty feet above the actual tiny plot of dirt behind the structure. It was a great place for a panoramic look towards the mountains in the east on clear spring days, but such times as these rendered only a gray sheet of pummeling rain for a view.

The pellet stove kept the living room cheerily warm as I curled up on the divan with a purloined volume of G.K. Chesterton’s works that I had secreted from the library. I was developing a taste for literature that was uncommon, but to check it out in the normal fashion would be dangerous. I was certain that Trask still monitored my library usage -- though I did not think he had me followed. 

Still, I only visited the Antiques & Collectibles with caution. I had come to know the young man’s father, Leon, a thin man with a full, gray beard and a soft -- almost inaudible -- voice. He seemed to be able to both recommend and find books that I needed. Mostly, he just loaned them to me -- which was just as well since I did not want to have an inordinate amount of cash withdrawn from my account and going to one place. 

My paranoia had grown immensely. I was wary of my every word and deed for fear that it might get back to Trask. However, I seemed unable to do anything but trust the likes of Leon and his son.

I continued in therapy. Putting on the continuing act of a person recovering from what can only be likened to “oldthink” of 1984 fame was a tough assignment. Psychobabblers can look at the same act -- such as calmness or nervousness -- and interpret them as “positive breakthrough” or “negative repression.” It is entirely dependent on how the observer “feels” about you -- you must make yourself likable and responsive to them or your every act will be seen as negative.

I couldn’t keep my mind on the Chesterton. It was just too thick to draw me away from the tensions of my daily facade and my restless unease that came from submerged concerns. I felt a walk would be helpful, but I knew that the turmoil was deeper. I was distinctly uncomfortable with my work at the paper because it was necessary for me to craft my words with Trask, in spirit, reading them over my shoulder -- and I hated some of what I had to write. My mind was unsettled on so much of what had formerly been basic assumptions.

I placed a playing card in the Chesterton volume and laid it on the table. A whistle came from my kitchen signifying the presence of boiling water to brew a cup of coffee. I moved toward the stove and lifted the small kettle from the burner and began to pour the water through the grounds in the filter cone. The strong, sappy smell of the brew drew a bland response from my tumultuous mind. As I watched the water slowly drain through the dark powder, I thought, Maybe some lighter reading would help .

Lifting the cup, I turned toward the stairs and went up to what used to be Mara’s project room -- now my library. There were still remnants of Mara’s projects and my feeble efforts to convert the room to anything like a real library were inadequate. It was more like a book storage than a place to read or write. But the collection itself was becoming extensive. Between what I occasionally pilfered from the library and the volumes I picked up through Leon, the room was beginning to have the look of an intellectual’s quarters. 

I hope Trask never gets a look at this, I thought. Judging by his reaction to Augustine, he would have me declared psychotic.

Naturally, there was nothing illegal about the books -- other than the fact that some were stolen -- but since the extrapolations of a psych were taken as gospel . . . and given my “history”. . . well, this room would cinch it.

I sat looking at the disarray of my library while my coffee grew cold. The downpour outside had let up to a steady dribble but my thoughts were still troubled. It was difficult for me to reconcile my reportorial image with the lie I was now living. I had considered early retirement -- as I was near retirement age -- but I knew that Trask would not let go. He would merely transfer the “job” to the less efficient, more intrusive hands of the state’s UniMed office. That would never do. 

My other option, the long shot idea of disappearing, had shown no promise as yet. I had simply not been able to trace more information on the apocalypse groups without tipping my hand to Trask.

Trask was relentless. His breathing down my neck was almost palpable. The little watchdog, Ridley, darted in and out of the newsroom on rumor collecting assignments for the sharp-eyed, gloating psychologist. I only now paid attention to these little forays. I had seen him in the past but had never given it much thought. Ridley would -- reptile-like -- shed his lab coat and float amiably through the building coaxing the water-cooler crowd to let him glimpse the office dirt. Most people casually cooperated not imagining why he might care -- just as I had not until I became one of his special projects. He never quite told anyone what his job was, he would just say his office was on the fourth floor -- which was Editorial -- and let it go at that. He spoke the truth but the location of his office was a ruse to divide him from taint of the sinister goings-on of the fifth floor.

All of this daily pressure rode my slumped shoulders. I felt trapped in my own home. Again I cast about for some diversion when the thought of Leon’s cozy little store hit me.

Suddenly, I felt energized. I raised up from my library chair and began the search for my coat. A rumbling ride on the bus took me to the core area of downtown and beyond. I exited at a transit stop some blocks from Antiques & Collectibles and took a meandering route to the store watching my rear for signs of being followed or watched. 

By the time the bell on the door of the shop announced my entry, I had worked up a slight sweat under my overcoat.

The narrow, bearded face nodded a greeting to me from behind the glass case. In the next room I could just see the propped feet of Leon’s son. 

“Hi,” I said. 

I had never told Leon any of my situation. Though I had a strange inherent kinship with the man and I trusted him, the opportunity had never come up. I went to the familiar, yet ever-changing, bookshelves and swept my eyes over the titles in search of something new or unexpected. But after a while the unease I had felt at home began to steal back into my consciousness and soon my scan of the shelves was purely mechanical.

“Something troubles you, Mr. Foster,” the soft voice declared from behind me.

I was reluctant to say anything. It had been some time -- since before Mara died -- that I had spoken freely with anyone. I retorted with a noncommittal grunt.

“In either event, you look weary,” he said. 

“Why don’t you have a seat in the next room. I can get you some coffee if you like,” he added as he guided me to the other room where his son sat reading. 

Leon pointed to a large, blue overstuffed chair with a lamp-table beside it and I sat.

Leon nodded to his son and whispered, “Coffee.” Then looking at me, he asked, “Do you like anything in it?”

“Black,” I said.

Leon perched himself on the edge of a chair beside mine and said, “You seem to be under some strain, Foster. You have since we first met, but it appears to have gotten much worse. Do you suppose a vacation might help? Are you working too much?”

I now realize that he knew better -- that he knew that the trouble was much more than overwork -- but he was leaving the initiative in my hands. 

“Vacation?” I responded. “Vacation? No, that would do no good. Besides, where would I go? What would be different anywhere else?”

Leon looked quizzical. The boy quietly entered and set the steaming cup beside me then disappeared.

“And don’t suggest drugs, either. I was raised at a time when that was not acceptable -- and I’ve never shaken that feeling entirely.”

Leon raised his eyebrows.

The Real Drug Culture

Human beings often seek escape from daily life. Some escape masks itself as a spiritual search for instant religious experience. Others, more crass, simply want hedonistic pleasure. In either case, drugs have been the wheel-man of that getaway vehicle.

The 1960s introduced the U.S. to the “drug culture” in the form of a vast number of young people rebelling against the status quo and “dropping out” of society. Drugs, here, became the daily communion. But the real drug culture was a later development. As these young grew up, they entered positions of responsibility -- doctors, lawyers, legislators, and voters. 

Enforcement of drug laws (as well as the laws themselves) diminished when this hapless generation entered the centers of power. It wasn’t until the late 1980s that the mistake was finally seen -- until the conscious reversal of legal tolerance for drug use. The new intolerance, however, was not directed at drug use but drug abuse -- that is, a narrowly defined concept of abuse.

For two decades, Americans became familiar -- via the media -- with a concept of “recreational” drug use. Occasional drunkenness had once been viewed this way. Since alcohol could be used without becoming intoxicated, there was some distinction between it and other drugs. But soon marijuana, then other drugs, began to be labeled recreational. 

There was a tolerance for those who could occasionally use drugs and still maintain their relationships to friends, family, and employer. When it became the battle-cry to stop drunk driving, for instance, the implication was strongly made that getting inebriated was acceptable so long as there was a sober “designated driver” available. 

This message splashed over to include the other drugs as well.

So long as one did not use drugs “on the job,” it was argued, what one did in one’s private life was one’s own business. Thus sounded the successful argument against drug testing by employers. Taking drugs is acceptable, was the message, if it was privatized.

Though there was probably no conscious conspiracy to inundate our society with this destructive message, it did serve the advantage of the powerful. The effect was much like that of the government-mandated soma in Aldious Huxley’s dystopic novel, Brave New World. It was one of the many “opiates of the people” for our modern times.

“Well,” I continued, “I just don’t see how any of that will change my situation.” 

I sat back in the chair, picked up the cup, and sipped. In the silence that followed, it occurred to me that Leon had no knowledge about my situation. I had long ago concluded that he could be trusted so I began to lay out the whole mess in sordid detail. For more than an hour I wove my tale to the “hm-m-m” and “mm-hm” of my attentive host. 

The boy replenished the dark, rich coffee intermittently and vanished. I told of Mara’s lingering death, of my disaffection with the government medical policy and how that led to an awakening to other inequities, how Trask had come into my life, and finally, how I was forced to subdue my true beliefs and feelings to escape more complex and torturous therapies.

Leon sat straighter in his chair when I came to the story of my researches about apocalypse groups. 

“You have seriously considered this?” he asked as I explained my hopes for escape.

“Actually,” I replied, “I think it is my only way out. Only, I don’t know where to start. Most all of the groups I’ve heard about are very religious -- and I’m not a religious person at all. I don’t know if I could be accepted by such a group.”

“You have not, because you ask not,” Leon said.

“Huh?” I queried.

“Just an old quote,” he answered. “I’m not sure if I can help you on this but I suspect that some regular customers of mine are with just such a group. Perhaps I can put out some feelers for you.”

“Some of your regular customers?”

“Yes, I have some people who come through who have said they are ‘collectors.’ They have very specific books they are looking for. Some of what they have said indicates to me that they are hoarding these books -- hoarding them in the same sense as the apocalypse groups you spoke of.”

Later, I found out that Leon was shading the truth here. He and his son were a knowing part of the network to supply the vaults. I also became aware that, while the hidden communities had no actual contact with one another, they shared the network. The work was kept quiet even though it was not illegal or even particularly frowned upon -- yet! 

It was a common feeling among them that it was best that they did not know each other’s whereabouts so that, in the future, none could reveal the location of the other’s cache of civilization. The time would come (and soon), they felt, when their work would come under serious scrutiny and attack. Funding sources varied. The Old Man’s “accidental” treasure find made him relatively wealthy where another was purely a one or two family effort in some wood accessible only by logging roads and footpaths. Rumor had it that one wealthy recluse -- a former industrialist -- had a private vault on his mountain estate in Oregon.

Most of society viewed the elusive apocalypse groups as mere religious fanatics. And this, in a society that had become ardently opposed to anything religious -- at least, religious in the older sense.

God is a Feeling

Karl Marx once labeled religion as “the opiate of the masses” and certainly this assessment was true of the latter quarter of the 20th century. But where Marx’s attack was on traditional religion, the modern religions spawned by the false liberalism of Marxist influenced theology became the “drug of choice” among religious junkies. 

Feel-good religions, such as the bastardized Christologies, rampant at this time, preached a pink, blue, and gold Jesus -- meek, mild, effeminate, and, above all, accepting of everyone and everything. The whole purpose of God, in these churches, was to enhance people’s self-esteem and personal growth.

Even more traditional churches succumbed to the bumper-sticker, happy-face mentality. The resolution of conflict was to paste a cheezy grin on your face and think positive thoughts. The “Church militant” waging war against evil was a dying ember -- a thing of the past. Most flowed along parallel to the social flow primarily out of fear of losing their tax-exempt status or of differing too widely with popular wisdom.

The people, uneducated even in their own faith, were compelled to accept the word of their leaders or discipline themselves to study. They had few tools and fewer motivations for the latter. Those who studied and believed their faith were regarded as “fringe people” and had little influence in the churches. Those who tried to live their faith in its most radical forms were abandoned by the churches who feared opposition more than their professed God.

“Do you think you could put me in touch with one of these ‘collectors?’” I asked.

Leon looked at the floor and a troubled wrinkle crossed his brow. 

“I suppose,” he answered. “I don’t know how they might react though. They might just stop coming to buy books for fear of being exposed. To tell the truth, I look forward to their visits -- we have a lot in common, such as our knowledge of literature.”

I did not know how to respond. It looked as though this might become another dead end in my search. 

“Maybe I could just leave a card with my address and number -- both home and work -- and they can check me out and contact me when and where they please,” I said with a dose of desperation.

Leon agreed. I left the information with him and began the walk home. I had neither bought nor borrowed a book on this day. When I found myself back on the bus, I began to wonder if I had done the right thing. 

In fact, I began to wonder if perhaps Leon’s shop wasn’t just an elaborate trap for unwary social misfits such as I had become. 

Could Trask be in on this? I asked myself with rising paranoia. 

There was a vague familiarity to the situation that had tugged at my mind for months which just then came to light. 

1984, I thought. The old guy in 1984. 

A chill hit my spine and I began to sweat. There would be nothing I could do to escape if my suspicion were true. The thought soured my stomach.

“You O.K.?” the driver’s voice interrupted my spiraling thoughts. “You look kind of sick. You O.K., mister?”

I nodded and left the bus paying no heed to where it was stopped. The driver waited momentarily, shrugged, and closed the doors. The whine of the propane driven engine raised in pitch and the vehicle pulled away from the curb. With the bus gone, I now had a view of a homeless shelter across the street. It was a place I had been before while working on a series about the sub-culture of the street. The shelter was an official social service but there was an entire underground society that existed unseen in its environs. There were surreptitious transactions for food, clothing, lodging, transportation, and other commodities and services hidden from the taxing eyes of government and normal society.

I crossed the street. I had in mind to find out -- if I could -- about false identification. 

Perhaps I need to get out while I can, I thought.

CHAPTER 8

Foster awoke stiffly. He had to carefully bring himself to a seated position and massage his legs into a semi-limber condition before he could stand and begin to dress himself. 

The air in the room was stale, so Foster opened the shutter and took a deep breath of the tangy air that wafted into his cell. 

Foster looked at the box in the corner where his laundry lay and made a mental note to take care of it today as soon as he had taken breakfast. 

Outside the room he could hear the growing then fading tones of conversation between Russ and Cathy Kiley, who lived a few cells down, as they passed in the corridor on their way to the dining hall. He did not hear their boy, Lizard. 

Perhaps he is still sleeping, Foster thought. 

Theirs was one of the few families that still lived here in the main compound. Most families lived inside the other two hills.

The stiffness left his frame as he moved about his cell and finally stepped out into the corridor. The tunnels were nearly empty but Foster did not notice as he shuffled down the hall.

Walking into the dining area, he looked up to see a large crowd gathered all facing him. Lizard, jumping up and down in the front tier, called, “Surprise!” 

Above all their heads was a banner reading, Happy Birthday, Foster, shook his head and remembered. A chorus joined in singing the traditional song and the Old Man, who stood in front by a table, indicated a large, brightly wrapped box.

“I. . . I,” Foster stuttered.

The Old Man approached and clasped Foster’s hand. Foster had yet to become comfortable with the greeting hug and kiss so common in the community. 

“We have a special surprise for you, Foster, so we thought it would be appropriate to make a special celebration,” the Old Man said.

At a loss for words, Foster sat heavily at the table and began to unwrap the box. First, he carefully peeled the layer of paper, then he cut the tape on the box lid and opened it. A smell of familiarity hit him first but his mind refused to identify it. He pulled out the wads of crumpled newspapers and beneath was a brown, embossed cover.

“My stamp collection,” he breathed at a whisper. Lifting the first book out, he could see that all of his albums had been neatly packed within. “But how?” he asked beneath the sound of applause from the assembled community. “How?”

“I’m afraid I couldn’t give you all the details -- I don’t know them myself -- but somebody knew somebody who knew somebody who works in the probate,” the Old Man replied.

“Probate?”

“They’ve declared you officially dead, remember?” the Old Man informed him. “I suppose they are glad to be rid of a potentially damaging sort like yourself.”

“A hiking accident, they said. But everyone who knows me, knows I’ve never gone for that sort of stuff.”

“True enough but very few people knew you. It was the best way for them to cover their search for you and explain their inability to find you right away.”

Foster rose to his feet before the smiling group. “I don’t know how I can thank you for this. I just don’t know what to say.”

After those words men and women began to come to shake his hand and wish him well. “God bless you,” they would say, “We’ve been praying for you.” 

When the well-wishers ceased, Foster took the albums to his cell and lovingly opened and paged through each. To watch him, one would think he was renewing an old friendship. Tears stood a the corners of his eyes. The only thing that could have pleased him more that being reunited with his collection would have been the return of Mara. But that is beyond the power of the community -- or anyone else , he thought to himself.

Hours passed as he pored over the volumes and recounted to himself many of the accompanying memories that each stamp represented in his mind.

*          *         *

It had been hard to find a job for Sears. He had not “remembered” what he had done for a living and had secretly figured out that it wouldn’t matter much anyhow.

It would be like a buggy-whip maker in my time, he thought to himself.

Eventually, he took to working in the shop where books were preserved. He stated as clean-up and worked his way into various machine operations. What he saw only confirmed his belief that he had indeed traveled in time. Many of the volumes had copyright dates later than his own time.

As he cut through a sheet of Plexiglass, Jones came up to him.

“Can you take a break?” he asked.

“Just let me finish this one case,” Sears answered as he pressed the sheet through the saw. Moments later, he was through and shut off the machine.

“I would like to talk to you, Sears,” said Jones, “but I would like it to be private. Care for a walk outside?”

“Swell,” said Jones.

Jones noted the archaic term and, though concealing any reaction, he added it to the sum of his theory about the mysterious man.

The two headed toward the exit from the Hive, chatting amiably about nonessentials. Once outside and clear of other community members, Jones took a more serious tone.

“I have a theory,” he said scratching his head with the affectation of a country boy. “It’s a theory about you and where you come from and who you are.”

Sears’ eyebrows raised visibly and he took on a look of curiosity.

“You’ve got my attention, Jones,” he said. “I’d be interested in knowing those answers myself.”

Jones grinned and squinted toward the afternoon sun. “Oh, I think you know already, Sears. I think you know but you’re not telling.”

“OK, shoot!” Sears said.

“Well, it may be just my weird mind, but I think you’re some sort of time traveler -- a man from the past, as it were,” Jones ventured.

“Time travel? From the past? That’s pretty weird, Jones.”

“Yeah, I thought so too when it first occurred to me,” he replied. “But then I started adding little things up. It’s all circumstantial, but I think I could make a good case. Your clothes, your slang, a lot of little things give you away. I don’t know how you managed it, but I’d guess you were a man from somewhere in the 1950s or 60s.”

Sears looked narrowly at Jones. “And so, are you the only one with this theory?”

“Far as I know,” said Jones. “I don’t think anyone else has seriously considered such a theory. It’s not the first thing to come to most people’s minds -- time travel. And, I haven’t told anyone because I think I know why you have kept quiet.”

Well, supposing it’s true -- what you say -- why would I have kept quiet?” Sears inquired.

“Paradoxes,” Jones returned. “There could be time paradoxes. Listen, I don’t think you would stay here deliberately -- if I’m right, that is -- so their must be some problem with your return. Maybe you can’t go backwards in time, I don’t know. But if my guess is right, I’d like to help you out.”

“Help me out?”

“Yeah, help you get back to your time, if that’s possible.”

“And what about this?” Sears said pointing to the anklet.

“I figure I can deal with that when the time comes,” said Jones. “ I just need to know if I’m right.”

“Lets climb to the top of the hill,” Sears said.

*          *         *

“That is a real key piece of Western literature,” the librarian said handing Foster the common copy of Pilgrim’s Progress by John Bunyan. “I think you’ll enjoy it. The young man goes off toward his goal -- the big city -- and has many adventures along the way. That theme has been copied in both religious and secular novels since that time. Robinson Crusoe is an example -- but then so is Catcher in the Rye. Philosophically, they are worlds apart, but the basic story lines are the descendant of Bunyan’s work.”

Foster inspected the cover of the hardbound book. “I’ve heard a lot about it since I’ve been here,” he answered. “I’m told it is difficult reading.”

“I wouldn’t really call it difficult in any real sense,” the librarian replied. “It is just difficult for the undisciplined minds of modern America.”

“How do you mean?”

A light went on in the librarian’s eyes. It was evident he had studied this and formulated a theory -- a theory that he had now been invited to expound. Foster, a trained listener by profession, recognized the gleam and prepared to take mental notes.

“I believe that rational thought has been on the decline for centuries starting with a slight variation and curving to the present plunge. One of the chief indicators is people’s loss of the art of apologetics -- the ability to defend their own beliefs. Pilgrim’s Progress demonstrates what used to be more common back then -- a point by point debate of many Scriptural doctrines in an objection/answer format. It would not have been difficult reading for those who saw the early editions because they were used to reading such debates without the fictional story in the backdrop . The entertainment value was secondary. In fact, until the mid- to late-1800s, Pilgrim’s Progress was standard fare in grammar school. It served the multiple purposes of increasing reading skills, teaching doctrine, and teaching rational debate.”

“But wasn’t the language of the book archaic by that time -- I mean, all the thees and thous?” Foster queried.

“Several things,” the librarian said. “Children were expected to overcome minor hurdles like that. Aside from the use of ‘th’ instead of ‘s’ in verb structures and the substitution of ‘thee’ and ‘thou’ for singular and plural ‘you’ there is very little difference. These kids read from King James Bibles and Shakespeare without abridgments. It was nothing that others could not do -- even today -- with a little discipline. But now even reading does not make sense. No phonetic rules -- no sense!”

Foster scratched his chin. “I’ve long felt that teaching kids to read without teaching phonics was like having someone play football without having learned the rules.”

“That’s right,” the librarian said. “But it also influences our ability to make sense in our thinking processes. If someone believes that h-o-r-s-e can be read ‘pony’ as they teach in sight reading, then it is much simpler for people to be inexact in their philosophical dealings. One of the amazing things about Pilgrim’s Progress is the exact nature of the thinking that the central character displays in his defense of Christian doctrine. But that requires a willingness to accept exact definitions of terms and the discipline to understand complex sentences. Today, most people get lost if a sentence contains more than eight or ten words.”

Foreshortened Thoughts

Modern Americans are addicted to speed. They want fast -- fast -- fast pain relief. The want fast food. They want instant replay. They even want their truth fast. Thus the fascination with slogans with the “ring of truth.”

No laborious process of thought, here. No rational debate. Their attention span is too short to listen to reasoned argument. But things were not always so.

For example, on October 16 1854, in Peoria, Illinois, [during the Lincoln-Douglas Debates] Douglas delivered a three-hour address to which Lincoln was to respond . . .

“What kind of audience was this? Who were these people who could so cheerfully accommodate themselves to seven hours of oratory? . . . For one thing, [the audience’s] attention span would obviously have been extraordinary by current standards. Is there any audience of Americans today who could endure seven hours of talk? or five? or three? Especially without pictures of any kind?”26 
Besides the attention span itself, there is also a diminished capacity to both use and understand lengthy or complex sentences. Another example from the Lincoln-Douglas Debates, Lincoln made the following sentence in his rebuttal to Douglas’s speech.

“It will readily occur to you that I cannot, in half an hour, notice all the things that so able a man as Judge Douglas can say in an hour and a half; and I hope, therefore, if there be anything he has said upon which you would like to hear something from me, but which I omit to comment upon, you will bear in mind that it would be expecting an impossibility for me to cover his whole ground.”27 

Can you imagine a modern officeholder even being able to construct such a sentence at all -- much less extemporaneously? Can you imagine the voters being willing to listen to it?

“You think, then, that the inability to construct language, impaired people’s ability to think clearly?” Foster asked.

“Sure,” the librarian said as he placed some books in the return cart. “Cultures with imprecise language can only go so far. But worse than that is the laziness of a people who have a precise language available and who refuse to learn to use it. They are especially doomed.”

“I can see the problem is more the laziness than the lack of language precision,” Foster replied. “Many of the greatest ideas are the simplest to express. If there is one thing that I have picked up from the Bible, it is that.”

The librarian made a face of mock surprise. 

“The Bible! Oh, my! We aren’t getting radical are we?”

“I had never actually read it before. I just took my impressions from what I’d heard around me -- and it wasn’t very good. I guess I’m surprised at the accumulation of good sense and simple, progressive philosophy that I’ve found in it. In fact, I’m beginning to see the Old Man’s point when he says that the progress of Western man was a product of Biblical teachings put into action. I always felt that it was an evolutionary process where mankind was improving continually and new ideas developed to make society more humane. But the ideas weren’t new at all, and man wasn’t improving naturally but by choice of his own will.

“What is more amazing to me is that the other philosophical systems I have studied would not lead to the same results.”

The Shaper of Things

When I was a child, a popular book was making the circuit in U.S. colleges which, unfortunately, was not widely heeded. The book, written by Richard Weaver in 1948, was called, Ideas Have Consequences. 

The title alone was an education, if one thought it through. But America was in the midst of changing ideas at the time and few wanted to look very deeply at the consequences of the hedonistic idea that was rapidly replacing an older American idea.

Ideas shape life and society. If one believes, as older America did, that men were created in the image of God, then the idea -- and one hopes, the activity -- of human equality and inalienable rights is a natural adjunct. 

Murder, theft, and other crimes became evident evils under this proposal. The ultimate and equal value laid the foundation for equal justice, the presumption of innocence, the jury system, and innumerable other thoroughly Western systems. This belief founded the Declaration and the Constitution. Even the unbelievers of the time believed in that equality of man. 

However, if one believes that the value of people is based on their productivity, intelligence, beauty, race, or any variable at all, then the doors are wide for abuse.

An old pagan belief stated, “Doing no harm, do what you will,” which all sounds wonderful if there is a social prohibition against murder, stealing, lying, and other wrongs. But the idea itself does not speak to these issues. In fact, the ultimate arbiter of what constitutes “doing harm” is the individual -- or the strongest individual in the tribe or nation. The very reason the Aztecs slaughtered 20-50,000 people per year on their altars is that someone had decided that this not only was “doing no harm” but doing a positive good. 

There was no inherent argument from that placid sounding pagan slogan.

Oriental philosophies, like the European pagan ones, had no standard of right and wrong. 

In Western culture, however, one may attempt to justify murders but the fifth commandment always stood to counter any excuse.

Ultimately, the disparity between the Biblical idea and all the pagan ideas was that the Bible imposed arbitrary and rigid prohibitions that -- according to its own view -- flowed from God and were thus unchangeable.
“One of the things that has helped me to connect Biblical ideas with their natural outworking was Abandon All Hope,” Foster said. “I was really surprised by the book. It was all the things it was accused of being -- but with a twist. It was not motivated by hate, as was reported. From a Biblical perspective, I think the author was motivated by tears. He placed the lion’s share of the blame on Christians who did not practice their faith rather than on some secular humanist plot. I can see a lot of truth in that. Even Jesus, whom I have been reading about, had more trouble with the religious people than with the pagans. Of course they killed Him ! Who knows what became of this guy.”

“You mean you don’t know?” the librarian asked, his face in open surprise.

“Know? Not really. I heard about him being kidnapped or jailed or killed in New York, but I don’t know if anyone actually knows . . .”

The librarian grinned at Foster who had stopped speaking when he saw the expression. 

The librarian said, “The Old Man.”

“The Old Man? You mean our Old Man?”

“Sure. Our Old Man,” the librarian answered. “He wrote Abandon All Hope. Claims it was on the order of a revelation from God. At the time, even he did not believe it was as hopeless for Western civilization as what was in the book. But he felt compelled to publish it. The heat he got for it finally convinced him that the West -- especially the U.S. -- was finished in its present form. He bounced around for five years being dogged by everybody from the FBI, who thought he was a violent revolutionary, to the IRS, who thought he was hoarding millions without paying taxes. Even the phone company had a file on him. Most of that time he was just waiting for Armageddon. About a year before he discovered the treasure, he lit upon this idea of preserving the culture. But he needed to be convinced that it was worth doing. I think the discovery of the treasure was the final indicator.”

“But why didn’t he say . . . Why didn’t he tell me?” Foster asked.

“The Old Man isn’t like that. It’s just like him to work his fingers to the bone and turn and make some assistant feel like he is the key to the entire operation. I imagine he has told you how important your work is and when, he goes away, you felt like the whole work of the community was your doing, right?”

Foster had to agree. The Old Man had that effect on him. 

“Have to confess that is true. He makes me feel that the single most important volumes in the vault will be my books.”

“Makes you feel appreciated. And it’s not put on either, he really sees our work as crucial.”

Foster took the copy of Pilgrim’s Progress under his arm and left the library. Slowly, he trudged the inclined tunnel toward his quarters. When he arrived, the sun was beaming directly into his window to his bed. Taking advantage of the natural light, Foster propped himself up on his cot and began to read.

“As I walked through the wilderness of this world, I lighted on a certain place where was a den, and laid me down in that place to sleep; and as I slept, I dreamed a dream. I dreamed, and behold I saw a man clothed with rags . . .

‘Whither must I flee,’ he asked Evangelist.

Evangelist pointed his finger over a very wide field. ‘Do you see yonder wicker gate?’”

Foster’s eyelids drooped. He no longer knew whether he was reading or dreaming.

*         *         *

The turbulent current swelled against the river’s banks. Frothing, white formed around submerged rocks in the torrent as rain, driven nearly horizontally by powerful gusts of wind, spattered icily against the side of his face. 

On the opposite bank men and women called to him but their words were whipped away long before they reached him. Among the group, Foster thought he could make out the Old Man. Oddly, the group seemed to be standing in a calm, sunny place which was still visible through the wet blasts that now soaked him to the skin.

Foster was still trying to make out their desperate message when he heard a familiar sound from behind -- a sound that rose above the fierce gale and the roaring river -- a sound that raised an unnamed terror in his heart. He knew what it was before he turned, yet he was compelled to turn. 

Behind him was a wind-blown forest with a deep tangle of underbrush which parted into a path running straight up the shallow bank on to the hill behind. Speeding up this path was the android dog again, slavering through its bear trap jaws. The mechanical growl froze Foster’s muscles. His only hope, it appeared, was to fling himself into the rushing torrent and try to swim against the swift current and howling blow to the safety of the other side. Foster could not decide which fate was worse. 

His mouth opened to cry out for help from the group on the other side just as the robotic entity leaped toward his throat.

A gust of wind froze him to the spot.

Foster’s eyes opened from the dream to see his shutter still wide -- but darkness beyond. There was a chilly breeze blowing through the opening and his copy of Pilgrim’s Progress lay splayed on the floor.

CHAPTER 9

I was at my desk and it was nearly deadline. I was in the middle of downloading my story into the typsetter’s memory when the phone buzzed. Nestling the receiver between my shoulder and my ear, I answered while I continued to peck commands at the keyboard. 

“Yeah, Foster,” I said.

“Mr. Foster, I believe you left your card for us,” the woman’s voice said evenly.

I was momentarily confused. The address, “Mr. Foster,” threw me as no one had called me that since an irate college professor some decades before. 

I hesitated. Too long, perhaps, for the other speaker. The line went dead.

Suddenly I realized that the call may have been a “collector” and I mentally kicked myself. 

That’s being on the ball, Foster , I thought. 

The phone rang again.

I picked it up and said, 

“Foster.”

“Your card, Mr. Foster?” a different voice asked. 

This time it was the voice of a man with some kind of Eastern accent.

Slightly Bronx, I thought.

“Yes, my card.”

“Take the bus as usual tonight. Get off one stop later than usual,” the voice added. 

The phone went dead again. I carefully replaced the receiver and tried to act natural. It was only half an hour until quitting time. It would be difficult for me to make any deviations that would be unnoticed, so I held my seat until the eternity passed. I filed away my stories that were yet incomplete -- as I would on any ordinary day. And, as I would on any ordinary day, I went to the elevator and stepped onto it. There were others already occupying about half the lift and the first floor button was already lit so I just waited for the doors to close and the car to descend.

As I left the elevator, I heard “Hey, Foster” in a voice that I did not want to hear -- especially now. 

Trask’s soft huffing sound was behind the words. I turned, knowing that the meeting was unavoidable.

“Hey, Foster,” he said again. “Do you have a minute. I need to talk to you.”

I knew it would be a mistake to acknowledge that I was in a hurry, so I mentally adjusted myself to my nowhere-to-go, single man frame of mind. 

“Sure,” I lied. “Got some time. What do you need, Doc?”

“I really don’t want to talk here,” he said indicating the crowded foyer of the building. 

“How about a drink across the street?”

“O.K.” I said agreeably.

We walked across to a lounge that was inhabited primarily by older businessmen. It was one of the few places downtown that did not cater to a particular nitch -- homosexuals, S&Mers, singles pick-ups, sex-show voyeurs. It was the last of the ordinary places in town. We sat down and ordered. I took a plain orange juice -- which raised an eyebrow on Trask.

“No alcohol? No drugs? No kickers at all?” he asked.

“Naw,” I answered. “Just a product of my time on that, I guess. My dad was a drunk. I guess it soured me on booze.” 

The last was a lie, but I thought it might deflect some of the inquisition. I was wrong.

“Really?” Trask canted his head. “You’ve never mentioned your father before. Tell me about him.”

I spent the next hour fabricating heavy drinking into my father’s life for Trask’s amusement. I said he was no continuous drunk, and that there were no major legal or personal problems.

“No abuse?” he asked.

“Not really. When he drank, he just sat there and drank -- that was it.”

Eventually, I was untangled from Trask’s web and we parted. My paranoia kicked in as I climbed aboard my bus and I began to wonder if the meeting with Trask might somehow be connected with the cryptic phone call. I had yet to entirely resolve my fears of Leon and his shop being a trap. Yet something compelled me to follow the instructions that came over the phone. I was certain that if the call were genuine, they would have long departed, but I still felt I had to go through with it.

The stop beyond mine was a declining neighborhood that had all the earmarks of an area that would soon be gentrified. Nonetheless, the corner was seedy and devoid of life. I stood on the corner for several minutes when a young woman approached. She stood about 5 foot, 3 inches and her blonde hair was tucked under a floppy hat so it was impossible to tell how long it was. She strode heavily, in tomboyish fashion and wore a long trench coat, denims, and heavy shoes. 

“Follow me,” she said as she passed.

I turned and walked until she disappeared into a small, greasy coffee shop. I entered and saw her sitting alone in a corner booth. She indicated with her head that I sit with her. I crossed the room and slid across the bench seat of faded and torn orange vinyl covering.

The woman signalled the man behind the counter. 

“Two coffees,” she said.

“I’m called Raylene,” she said. “We’ve done a lot of checking on you and your story holds up, Foster. But are you really sure you want out? I mean, this is no vacation -- it’s not a temporary thing. We think we have a placement for you -- a place where your talents would be useful -- but you have to be sure.”

The waiter brought the two steaming cups and left quickly.

I had not really thought through the implications of a decision to leave society. The weight of it suddenly crashed down upon me. 

I said, “A while back, I put out feelers for false identification and unofficial travel arrangements. I’ve got some information, but I would hardly know where to go unless I just wanted to blend in with the homeless.”

“We know of your inquiries,” Raylene stated. “I think we can help you but we would like a favor from you as well.”

“What can I do?” I asked.

Raylene looked over my shoulder toward the front door then back at me. “We would like a series of exposes of what you know and can find out about the system. Your work is well respected in these parts and we would print them as underground pamphlets to be distributed after you disappear. When you come up missing, it will be news and we will take advantage of these articles to be released by you from hiding.”

I shook my head in disbelief. “But why? What purpose. . . ?”

“We believe we are heading into another Dark Age, Mr. Foster, but we do not think it is right to leave the society without a witness. Perhaps your name and respectability will help others to see the terrible danger and escape. Do you think you could do this for us -- to write as if you are communicating from hiding?”

“Certainly. I would have to sit down and decide which issues are the most compelling.”

Raylene looked me in the eyes. “A man in your position has access to some pretty explosive information -- stuff you may have never looked into before such as the hidden gulags. The ones that are not seen on the news and don’t even pretend to be psychiatric institutions. Stuff like that would be appropriate.

“Work quickly, Mr. Foster. We will contact you for the work shortly. Finish your coffee, then walk home.” 

Raylene rose and left.

*        *        *

Over the next weeks I worked furiously on the articles the collectors wanted. But it was not for the readers that the stories would be most enlightening. My investigations led me to a closer look at the underbelly of the dying culture -- a tyranny of entropy. All while the gangrenous putrefaction progressed, the diseased corpse said it was growing. People mistook their death throes for signs of life -- and none knew the difference.

More Rigor Mortis

The worst part about dying is being unwilling to admit that you are dying. You must find a way to interpret pains and signs of disease as indicators of health. It is much like when the main character in the 1970s movie, The End, has his doctor inform him that he is dying of cancer. “Didn’t you notice how much weight you were losing?” the doctor asks. “Yeah,” answers the man, “but I thought I had just stumbled on the secret to weight loss.”

Likewise, modern Americans viewed the signs of lack of self-discipline as great advances in freedom. The right to the pursuit of happiness had become the absolute right to possess happiness.

Nor is this a new thought. Social prophets were warning of this deterioration of conscience decades before most of it was openly recognizable. 

“. . . and our most serious obstacle is that people traveling this downward path develop an insensibility which increases with their degradation. Loss is perceived most clearly at the beginning . . . It is when the first faint warnings come that one has the best chance to save himself . . . If one goes on, the monitory voices fade out, and it is not impossible for him to reach a state in which his entire moral orientation is lost. Thus in the face of the enormous brutality of our age we seem unable to make appropriate response to perversions of truth and acts of bestiality . . . We approach the condition in which we shall be amoral without the capacity to perceive it and degraded without the means to measure our descent.”28 

Another call came. This time it was to my home. I recognized the businesslike tone of Raylene on the other end of the line. My paranoia check would not allow me to address her by name over the telephone.

“Yes,” I said. “They are ready.”

I listened carefully to her instructions about meeting her to drop the articles with her. I noticed she gave directions to another spot where I would be told more. The intrigue tightened in my stomach. I replaced the receiver, picked up my stories in a waterproof container, and left my house. 

The place I was instructed to go was a public park that fronted the slough that went through this part of town. An ugly metal sculpture stood rusting in the midst of the grassy slope and beneath it, just as I was told, were further details. I was to go to a laundomat about six blocks away and wait.

I was not in the humid atmosphere of the laundry long before Raylene approached from outside with a basket of clothing. She casually entered the steamy business and dumped the clothing in the washer, plugged it with coins, and started the machine. She came and sat in the plastic chair just the other side of the small table containing ancient copies of popular magazines. I set my envelope atop the stack and picked up a copy of a news magazine. 

Raylene leaned over to me and asked, “Would you like to try this one?”

She held a copy of a gossip rag.

“Sure,” I said taking it from her. I looked through its pages briefly before standing up and leaving with it in my hand. I walked a roundabout way home and stopped several blocks away to page the magazine again. Inside was an envelope which I plucked out and put in my inside coat pocket. The rest of the magazine I dropped in a nearby trash receptacle.

As I walked the remaining blocks I spotted a strange car in front of my house. It was more than a strange car though, it was a private car. I didn’t know anybody with the money to own and fuel one. I approached my door and keyed the lock pad. The door swung open and I quietly stepped across the threshold when a voice came from the living room in the rear.

“Oh, you’re here. Good,” it said. 

The sound was familiar but my conscious mind did not want to acknowledge the whiney sound of Ridley -- Trask’s lap-dog assistant. Nevertheless, it was he.

I must have looked shocked when he came into view and I had said nothing so Ridley filled the void. 

“You missed group last week and I thought you might need some help or something,” he said unconvincingly.

I mumbled that I had just been busy when he launched into a theorization about subconscious reasons for missing therapy and why that foretold possible suicidal tendencies. 

“Why don’t you give me the grand tour?” he asked with a sweeping gesture. “I’ve seen the downstairs,” he added and headed toward the steps to my second floor. I knew that his first vision at the top would be of my study and all the books. I began to object but he was already half way up. I resigned myself to my fate and followed. By the time I reached the top he was already inspecting the shelves and stacks of books I had collected. 

“My, my,” he said as if alone.

I stood in the doorway. I still wore my damp overcoat. Ridley continued to look over the volumes before him. Slowly, he turned to me. 

“Pretty depressing stuff, here, Foster. It seems you’ve been scamming us about your recovery.”

“Not hard to do,” I replied flatly.

“And such an attitude. This seems to be a major relapse for you. You’re going to need more intensive help than was supposed,” he said edging toward the door.

I could see that he was hoping to bolt out of the room. I also knew if this came to the attention of Trask -- or any of his bunch -- that I would be on a one-way trip to the gulags. 

“I think the one that needs help here is a young man who has broken into my home -- whom I found ransacking my place,” I said evenly. 

I was mentally measuring the effects of a struggle with a man so young and healthy. Though he had these advantages, I had one that would assure my victory -- I had learned to fight unfairly, that is to say, to win. I had had my share of rough life in the past. Most of the young pups these days had been brought up in state daycare centers where wimpy teachers sought to teach the fashionable and groundless ideals of a simpering, soft society. They had been spoon-fed “conflict resolution,” instead of battle, “interdependence” instead of independence, and “cooperative skills” instead of competition. Their effeminate “male role-models” gave them no vision of physical power. It was unlikely that Ridley was made of sterner stuff and I banked on that assumption. 

My mind was instantly made up. I would survive. I stepped up to the young man and pushed him on the chest. 

Unprepared for a physical response on my part, he fell back, and landed in a stuffed chair which teetered back against a table bearing a pile of my precious books. The pile fell atop his head and into his lap. My right hand reached to the cluttered desk and found the letter opener. Instantly, I was standing over him. He cleared the books away from his face just in time to see the opener in my hand, look in my eyes, and open his mouth. I drove the point of the knife-like opener into his kidney as he tried to turn to his side. His mouth remained open but no sound emitted. His bladder emptied. His body went limp. 

The kidney stab was a maneuver I had learned while covering a guerrilla group in the late 1970s. I had never had occasion to use such things before but, in some of my work, I tried to be aware of them.

I must have stood for several minutes before realizing that I would need to do something serious. A body in one’s home is not the ideal situation. Ridley’s car out front was sure to draw attention if it remained too long. I rifled Ridley’s pockets for the magnetic card to open and start the car. It had been years since I had driven -- I wasn’t even sure I could decipher the controls. 

I scurried out to the vehicle and found that the basics had not changed much. I started the engine and pulled the vehicle down the street about a mile to a place where it might be overlooked for at least a week. 

Walking home, I thrashed around mentally for a solution to my dilemma. It would be nearly impossible to move the body out of the house without being seen -- unless it was inside something. The solution had not appeared by the time I returned.

Suddenly, I recalled the envelope in my inside coat pocket. I pulled the damp paper out and examined the contents. Inside was a UniMed card with my picture and the name, Aaron White. The UniMed card had all but replaced driver’s licenses as a universal identification card. 

A note told me who to contact in Phoenix, Arizona when I decided to flee and instructed me on how to leave word for Raylene or one of her cohorts before I left. This was important, the note said, because the man in Phoenix would not be expecting Aaron White until they told him to. The final instruction was to destroy the note. 

I read the name and contact number aloud to myself several times then walked over to my tobacco humidor where there were matches and lit the paper laying it in the ashtray.

That is when the reality of what I had done hit me. I sat down in my chair and began to shake. This continued for a while and then I fell asleep from exhaustion. 

It was morning when I awoke. I remembered the previous night’s events and still had no plan of action. I knew my best tactic for the moment was to feign normalcy and go to work. 

I climbed the stairs averting my eyes from the study where my deceased nemesis lay. I showered, shaved, and dressed, all carefully avoiding the sight of the front room. My plan was to use this day to try to decide how to rid myself of the body and avert any suspicion. 

That’s not going to be easy, I thought to myself as I boarded the tram for work.

When I arrived at the paper, I checked my assignment file and came up with two relatively drab stories that needed to be knocked out. One gave me an excuse to spend part of the day at the library and other places outside the office. It would provide a cover for my inattention to work. However, when I returned shortly after 2 p.m., a message light blinked on my desk. The note was from Trask -- he wanted a return call. 

Hesitantly, I punched his extension.

“H’lo, Trask. Foster. What d’ya need?”

“I’ve been looking for Ridley. Have you seen him? He didn’t come in today -- or even call. There’s no answer at his home,” Trask said. “It’s not like him. He told me he was going to visit you yesterday. Did he?”

I thought of my plan to play normal and answered, “Yeah, as a matter of fact. I was real surprised. He visited for about an hour then left -- oh, I suppose about 8 last night.”

“Hm,” Trask sounded. “Did he say where he was going afterwards?”

“No, I don’t think so,” I replied.

The conversation ended but I knew that this ruse would not last long. I was going to have to make a fast break. I left my desk and headed downstairs to the bank machine which inhabited the first floor of the building. There I withdrew the maximum I could in cash and stuffed it in my pocket. I jumped the bus home, packed a small totebag with clothing and a few necessities, and rode another bus downtown and entered the underground economy at the homeless shelter. I had changed into more casual clothing so as to blend in, but they were as yet far too clean to pass as the uniform of the bum corps. 

My identity as Foster, newsperson, lay on top of my dresser at home. I had considered setting the house afire and hoping someone would assume the body was mine but I could not bring myself to heap arson -- with the possibility of taking other homes out -- to the killing and its attendant guilt.

I approached the man in the corner who had a transportation network. I slipped him a large bill and said, “I need to get to Phoenix.”

“No prob, my man,” he said reeking of marijuana.

CHAPTER 10

Jones and Sears, it seemed, had become fast friends. Together, they had taken up rock climbing in what spare time was available.

But Security Chief Marty still didn’t trust the stranger.

“There’s something about him that doesn’t belong,” he told the Old Man frequently. “He shouldn’t be allowed to roam free.”

The Old Man always frowned at this remark. He also knew something was out of place with Sears, but couldn’t put his finger on it. Just when it seemed that the answer was about to manifest itself, it slipped through his fingers like the sand out on the desert floor. And he wondered if Sears had ulterior motives in his friendship with Jones.

But what can be done? he would think. Am I to begin telling grown men who they may befriend just because I am suspicious? That way lies tyranny.

“He bears watching,” the Old Man would tell Marty, “but let’s be careful. This is not a police state.”

Marty would grumble and go about his business.

*          *          *

Foster bent over the paperwork spread before him on the desk and sorted the pieces into separate piles. A knock came at the door. 

“Come in,” he replied without giving it much thought.

The Old Man entered and waited quietly until Foster looked up from his work and acknowledged him. 

“Oh, hello, sir,” he said.

“I hope I am not interrupting,” the Old Man said with the note of a query.

“Oh, no. No,” Foster answered. “I need a break about now. Besides I wanted to discuss something with you. I recently read Pilgrim’s Progress -- I found it interesting, though it was a little like a catechism. But, despite that, I was intrigued with the logic the characters used in defending their Christian beliefs. I had so long approached religious doctrine with automatic scorn that I never bothered to ask why people believed them. Maybe I’m just getting soft-headed in my old age, but I am actually beginning to see a lot of sense in Christianity -- at least in its moral structure.”

The Old Man was slow to speak. He paused and answered, “It is true that the Christian morality alone will produce good results, but I can tell you that history shows that without genuine faith -- even from a solid, active minority -- the morality will not long be sustained by a faithless culture. In fact, when the deterioration comes, the destruction will be swifter and deeper than a culture that never had faith at all.”

“It seems like most times it is just a small band of people who do the influencing,” Foster said. 

He reached for his pipe and began stuffing it with the brown leaves he had so recently been supplied. “Even during the Reformation it was a handful of people who pressed for the changes that eventually became a seedbed for the liberties we find in the American Constitution.”

“I recall reading an article written in an obscure 1937 book -- Isaiah’s Job it was called,” the Old Man said looking up at the ceiling and scratching his jaw. The lazy stream of smoke that emitted from Foster’s pipe drifted above. “The author, Albert Nock, contended that the voices of liberty were like the voice of Isaiah -- the truth proclaimed to a multitude of deaf ears. But with a few, scattered listeners mixed in who are the real targets of the message. Nock maintained that it was always a ‘remnant’ who made the real changes in the world and that the ‘masses’ usually just played along with whatever was happening. This remnant, according to the writer, was not some elite band of well positioned people but mostly ordinary people who would act upon their known truths. The voice of the prophet was just God’s way of nourishing the truths that the remnant was holding to.”

“Is that how you viewed Abandon All Hope?” Foster asked.

“Abandon All Hope? Oh, yes, yes -- I mean, no, that’s not how I saw it at the time. I was one of those wretched prophets who thought that I was the only one of God’s people left -- the Elijah syndrome, I call it. What a proud and boastful thought. My, my.” 

The Old Man seemed to drift in his thoughts. Slowly he shook his white mane and continued, “I’m glad you read that thing before you knew I penned it. I believe, that despite my arrogance, God used me in that book. And as I read Isaiah’s Job a few years -- and a few humbling hard knocks -- later, I realized that the seeds of our little community here were planted partly with that work. There were other prophets of course.”

The air in the room was now filled with the sweet, pungent aroma of the tobacco. Foster drew on the stem, leaned back, and blew a stream of dense, blue smoke. 

“Others? Who else?”

The Old Man seemed uncomfortable with the question and he shifted on his feet. “You must understand, I’m not comparing myself here, I was just one of the last trumpet blasts -- and, as I said, used in a way that was quite beyond my imperfections. I believe some preachers were used -- Francis Schaeffer, D. James Kennedy, and the like. But there were others. G.K. Chesterton -- of earlier times -- Joseph Sobran, Cal Thomas, and Malcolm Muggeridge. Plenty of others.”

“Muggeridge?” Foster responded.

“Yes, Muggeridge -- even when he was an atheist, before his late-in-life conversion to Christianity. He always was one to prick the pretensions of the culture.”

“I’m a little surprised, I suppose.” Foster said sliding up to the edge of his seat. He pointed to a row of books over his cot and said, “I’ve been reading some of his stuff lately. I remember reading about him in my college journalism class. I envied his abilities, but I couldn’t hack his philosophy so I gave up reading his works. It all went contrary to what I was learning in college. I suppose that I secretly smarted when his barbs hit home. Turning a blind eye to the truths he wrote set a bad precedent for my work. I was a much poorer observer of humanity for it. My journalism instructor laughed at my naiveté when I complained of Muggeridge’s biased journalism. He told me, ‘It is a journalist’s job to change society. He is a change agent with a mission and a philosophy. Muggeridge is just doing that -- unfortunately, he is still promoting a time-worn, outdated morality.’

“But I became interested in Muggeridge again when I was assigned to do a lengthy write-up on him when he died in 1990. I was, what Jesus would call, ‘Garnishing the tombs of the prophets.’ But I had to read some of what he said just to finish the assignment, but I was surprised at how much he said that I -- by then -- agreed with. It reminded me of the old Mark Twain saying about how, when he was 17 he thought his father was stupid, but when he reached 21, he was surprised at how much his dad had learned in the last four years. Anyway, this time I spent digging into Muggeridge -- I think -- was when I began to change. I think Trask’s diagnosis about it beginning with Mara’s death was wrong.

“One thing that I wonder about -- speaking of Twain -- is how you can -- as a Christian -- collect books from so many people -- like Twain -- who were so antagonistic to the faith?”

The Old Man smiled slightly. “You’ve got me pegged there. As a matter of fact, when I started out I was going to collect only ‘good, wholesome’ books. But I quickly discovered that many of those books were just bad writing -- pure propaganda, poorly disguised as literature. So I made a decision to collect good literature wherever I could find it. I was surprised to find a great deal of true literature is informed by Christianity -- or at least its ethical framework. Work like Twain’s? Well, he was often right in his criticisms of religious people and, if Christians are ever going to be able to defend their faith, they will have to know their opponent’s criticism for what it is.

“Unfortunately, American Christians were not up to this task and they -- by buying into the pleasantries of Middle America instead of hard, Biblical truth -- contributed to the downward spiral we are in today.”

The Comfort Zone

Political America -- both Left and Right -- desires a utopian dream of a bland and colorless society. Their visions are different but the results they seek are the same. Both want a polite society where everyone cooperates for the common good. Their ideas of what constitutes politeness, however, differs. Both also feel it is necessary to find a way to enforce politeness until it becomes the norm.

Franky Schaeffer -- an evangelical Christian -- railed against the Middle America Christianity that squelched the vibrant, real-life power of the ancient faith. 

Schaeffer sneered at the “art” that was “sanctified” by tagging a Scripture or platitudes to it. He called for the evangelical churches to begin to acknowledge that the creativity in man was part of the image of God in which man was created. He longed openly for them to accept the divine “uselessness” of beauty and truth to which artists devoted themselves. And he blamed the deterioration of the 20th century debased arts -- and culture in general -- on the unwillingness of the Church (with a capital “C”) to participate in art that was not mere propaganda.

Middle America tends to resent anything that has not sufficiently been “dumbed down” to accommodate it. 

The egalitarian left, for its part, is reflexively against anything that is not part of its great leveling of all society into a gray “equality.”29 

So the Right was trying to level literature and the other arts by forcibly conforming them to a certain level of niceness -- niceness that created no discomfort to the settled, accepted way. Art without truth, literature without challenge -- those were the Middle American desires.

With disdainful eye, the Middle American denomination rejected as unChristian any thought or idea that could not be neatly encapsulated in a church reader board under the legend, This Week’s Sermon by Pastor James Nice. 

Christians who dared to venture into “secular” arts were effectively banished to the hinterlands.

The Left went the other way. They claimed there was no objective truth and, by doing so, equalized everything that someone decided to call “art” in the same way as they demanded “equality” for all people -- that is, without regard to ability, talent, intelligence, or any objective criteria. Just as a poor, junkie was “equal to” (read: the same as) a Nobel Prize winning scientist, so, a trashy canvas produced by a talentless grant-addict was “equal to” a Rembrandt. 

No one, they claimed, had a right to judge one man’s work as worthy of support and reject another as unworthy of it. All ideas were “equal” as well.

But the “equality” was not equal. 

On college campuses, where the Left reigned supreme, the “academic freedom” for which they fought so long was truncated when professors (or students) were not -- in the vernacular of the times -- politically correct. For example, Fredrick Spiegel, an emeritus professor at the University of Missouri, Columbia, made the dual error of criticizing an opinion of the black U.S. Supreme Court justice, Thurgood Marshall, and later opining that if blacks had the societal upper hand that they might well treat whites as abusively as the other way around. Spiegel was fired. 

Even the leftist Prof. Jeff Wallen of Hampshire College in Massachusetts was soundly denounced for “failing to present an adequate Third World perspective.” A colleague wrote that Wallen was not “independent-thinking about the issues.”

Wallen replied, “That’s the Stalinist formula. When you don’t toe the ideological line, they accuse you of not being able to think independently.”30 

Foster’s pipe had gone out and he reached for another match. 

“I guess I had the wrong idea about what Christianity represented,” he said.

“So did I,” the Old Man chuckled. “Believe me, I was as blockheaded about this as anyone can be. I used to like reading Muggeridge as well, but only after I learned to appreciate his criticism of my peculiar brand of priggishness. I learned to accept criticism first from the Bible, then I began to see the wisdom of the old saw, ‘If the shoe fits, wear it.’”

“It takes a lot of guts to admit it when you’re wrong,” Foster added.

“Well, not really guts, Foster. It’s just a matter of self-preservation. You ram you’re head against the wall a few times and it’s just plain smart to listen to the guy who tells you about the gate. Unfortunately, our society has hit the wall so often that it is too insensible to respond to such directions.”

“Maybe Abandon All Hope was proof of that,” Foster said.

“Maybe. I just hope all this is worth it,” the Old Man replied with a wave of his arm.

“There’s something else I’ve wondered about,” Foster said. “Is literature the only thing being preserved? What about films, sculpture, painting, and music?”

“Well, you know we have a few paintings in the vault but the collectors have informed us that there are those who also specialize in those things. I don’t know anything about their location or their methods, but I am assured that they exist. I have to content myself with that knowledge, though I confess I worry about some of that as well.”

*        *        *

“I think I’ve figured it out,” Sears said in a conspiratorial whisper even though he and Jones were atop the hill in the early morning sunrise where none could possibly hear them. “I think I can reverse the machine -- if I can find it.”

“I think I can help you there,” Jones replied. “I can tell you where you were found. That should help you locate the machine.”

But Sears’ thoughts were centered on the workings of the machine, not its location. “I remember the sequence I was using before the time shift happened, and, if I understand some of what the guys explained to me back then, I may be able to cause a reverse time flow.”

“But what if it doesn’t work?” Jones asked.

“I could be worse off than here,” he answered. “I suppose I could just surrender -- maybe tell the truth.”

A troubled look crossed Jones’ face. “But what about paradox. Suppose our guys can figure out reversing the machine even if you can’t?”

“Yeah, so what? From what I can gather of your so-called modern times, you could stand a few changes in the past.”

“But who decides?” Jones pled.

A long pause followed. Sears mulled over the question. The sun had fully risen over the desert and the baking heat began to warm the bones of the two friends.

“That’s a good question,” Sears answered, “but a better one would be ‘What would you change?’ According to what I’ve heard from the Old Man and Foster, the problem was a widespread moral collapse. Ther’s no one thing that could be changed to remedy all that.”

Jones nodded.

“I suppose, I’ll just have to destroy the machine if my plan doesn’t work,” Sears added.

Jones noted the slump in the man’s shoulders born of homesickness. The escape plan was all he had -- his last hope of returning to all things familiar. Jones could only pray that the man was right about how to reverse his travels in time.

*        *        *

It was nice to be outside. The picnic was an added treat for Foster as he sat with Lizard’s parents, Russ and Cathy. 

“It was thoughtful of Lizard to invite me,” he told them as they watched the boy and two of his friends running across the valley floor in a boundless game of tag.

Cathy laughed. “He wanted to invite you to spend the night like his other two friends,” she said. “He really likes you a lot and he wanted you to be part of his ninth birthday party.”

“Well, he probably thinks of me as a grandpa or something,” Foster answered. He could see the boys across the way scaling the rocks with Lizard in the lead. “How are his studies coming?”

Russ turned from watching the boys. “You know he’s been pretty far ahead of most boys his age. But he seems to be leveling off some. I’ve been expecting that this might happen. The big trouble is that it is hard to get some of the things that might stimulate him. He has an interest in chemistry, but it would be all theory without lab equipment.”

“That makes it tough, alright,” Foster replied. “You could get all that back there,” he added nodding in the direction of the outside world, “But is it worth it?”

“That’s the question I ask myself,” Russ said. “We’re trying to preserve learning for the world, but sometimes I think we’re denying it to our kids. I think about it a lot.”

Foster silently watched the boys. Soon he spoke again. “I suspect it may be better for Lizard to learn chemistry as a theory, than the crumbling world’s barbarism in practice. What I mean is. . .”

Cathy interrupted, “I know what you mean. Most all the avenues of alternative education -- private schools, homeschooling, and the like -- have been closed or altered to make them Xerox copies of the public schools. I can’t imagine what Lizard would be like after eight hours a day of negligent government teachers and promiscuous peers.”

“Yeah,” Russ said. “That’s true enough -- but it just seems there should be some way. . .”

Just then three screaming boys came running into hearing range as they headed toward the trio of adults. 

“Hey, Mom. When are we having lunch?” came a familiar voice. Looking at his watch, Russ noted it was barely 10:30.

“Which lunch?” he responded. “The first or second lunch?”

“I don’t care,” Lizard said barely out of breath as he ran up. “I’m hungry.”

“This is news ?” Cathy asked with a smirk and a roll of her eyes.

*        *        *

“The pass you need to take is through here,” Jones said pointing to a spot on the map. 

“Then you head along the bottom of this set of ridges sort of northward. You were found in this area,” he added sweeping his finger across the map.

Sears nodded. “I can now remember some landmarks from just before I passed out in the desert. I’m sure I could find the machine once I get to that area.

“The question now is, how do I get there? And, how do I get rid of this thing on my ankle?”

Jones grinned and pulled a gadget out of his pocket. “The ‘thing,’ as you call it, is opened with a magnetic key. A strip of magnetic poles arranged in a certain order. This little metallic strip wraps around your anklet where the joint is. Press this button, and the power condenser cuts loose and it overrides the magnetic key sequence.”

Sears looked amazed at the tiny apparatus.

“Made it myself,” Jones said with obvious pride. “It only works once, so make sure you’re ready to go before you use it.”

“How can I thank you?” Sears asked.

“Just don’t create any paradoxes that make things worse,” he answered smiling.

*        *        *

The Old Man sat with the advisors at the large table. The room was lit by a row of fluorescent lights above. While the Old Man’s word on community affairs was final, he had selected men to help him make important decisions. Foster had come with a proposal to the council. They sat listening and sipping on hot drinks.

“My idea is to release my story publicly -- especially in my home territory -- through the collectors in that area -- through Raylene. I would like to make public what I have told you about my experiences.”

Robin, an older woman with a crippled leg, injected into his pause, “Raylene is in an institution, dear.”

Foster stopped and muttered, “Gulag. Jeez.” Then he looked up at the rest of the advisors. “All the more reason to circulate this story wherever we can. They are telling people that I am dead -- dead on a hike , yet. Maybe I can stir some remaining fire if I write the truth.”

“There’s a lot of risk, Foster. We may just stir up the antagonism of our enemies and move them to come after us -- and the others -- by doing this. The question is, ‘Is it worth it?’” added a younger man Foster had come to know as Pike. 

Foster knew the man was no stranger to risk and was not speaking out of fear but the needs of the community. Pike had been a doctor who had lost his license when he had refused to “pull the plug” on a badly brain-damaged man when the man’s parents tired of caring for him. The young doctor would not cease feeding the man -- even after UniMed said they would not pay physicians who did not offer -- in their words -- “a full range of services.” 

Pike went to work as an electronics assembler -- but even here, he would not let it go. He was later accused of helping someone “kidnap” a starving patient from a Missouri State Rehabilitation Center. The patient was successfully taken underground and was never found. Pike ran when he heard they had issued a warrant for his arrest. He was found by a collector in Corpus Christi, Texas.

“I think it is, Pike,” Foster replied. “I’ve only been out for a year and a half. They said I died on a hike and that Ridley was killed in a mugging downtown. If I tell them the truth -- especially about Ridley’s death -- I think it will be effective. There won’t be any way they can trace it to here. I agree that things may heat up for a while but they are heating up anyway -- and we only have a little more time before we will be completely unable to put out any kind of messages at all.”

Pike leaned his head on his hand and covered his eyes. “He has a point, all. We know there has been renewed circulation of clandestine copies of Abandon All Hope as well as the Bible. Most of the former outlets for books, such as your friend, Leon’s, Foster, have been closed. The cities mostly cite imminent domain and claim they are going to ‘upgrade’ that part of town -- then the whole area goes to ruins.

“And, oh, by the way, Foster, on last word, Leon and his son were quite safe.”

Foster looked relieved and nodded to Pike.

“Do you have any more specific arguments to support your proposal?” the Old Man asked.

“As a matter of fact, I do,” he answered rising from his chair. “The more I study and read, the more convinced I am that there is hope. The only hope may be to wait until a new dawn but let their records show that we did not leave an opportunity untaken -- if I can so abuse the language. We have to send a message into the Night. I don’t know what -- or Who -- ultimately causes an awakening. Historically, there is no absolute method or means, but I do know that there are always people who risk to light a candle in the darkness and sometimes -- sometimes -- the candle lights the wicks of a thousand and a whole new era seems to open. I just don’t want to risk missing that even if it means that everyone will know that I have killed a man.”

The room fell silent. Foster took his seat again and surveyed the faces around the table. Finally, the Old Man said, “We shall pray and consider your proposal, Foster. If we have further questions, we will call you.”

Foster took the words as an invitation to leave. He rose, turned to the door, and left the advisors to their examination. Outside, Foster saw Jones. “I waited for you,” the younger man said. “I had some free time and I thought you might want to do something together.”

“I’m interested,” Foster replied. “What do you suggest?”

“I thought we might run a sand-buggy out into the desert and spend a day just loafing around. You haven’t been more than five miles from this hole since you arrived.”

“Sounds like a plan, Jones. How are you going to wangle permission to use a buggy?”

Jones waved his hand slowly to the side. “In the bag, Foster. In the bag.”

Both headed deliberately toward the machine room. Inside were rock-cutters, borers, jackhammers, compressors, generators, and two sand-buggies. Mel Donahey, the caretaker of the power tools and equipment was bent over a compressor grunting as he pulled back on a large crescent wrench. 

“D’m, thing,” he muttered to himself.

Jones walked over and spoke quietly to Donahey. Foster could not make out the exchange but soon the two were walking to the desk and Jones was signing on a clipboard. Mel flipped Jones the keys and he walked back to his compressor. Jones signaled Foster to follow him to the buggy. Both climbed in and the engine fired and hummed sweetly.

“Boy, I love these things,” Jones said. “I wish we had the freedom to use them for recreation.”

“Oh, isn’t that what were doing?” Foster asked.

“Sh-h-h,” Jones held his finger to his lips. “We are scouting possible locations for a fourth hive -- another hill to tunnel.”

“But. . .”

“No buts. Lets get outta here.” Jones put the buggy in gear and drove quickly out of the tunnel into the morning sunshine. “Out just in time to see any sensible desert dweller head for the indoors.” 

Once outside the valley where the three hills of the community lay, Jones headed for the spacious desert and away from the direction of roads. Half an hour later he pulled the buggy into the shadow of a huge rock at the bottom of a bluff.

“There’s a nice little spot over these rocks here,” Jones said as he climbed out of the vehicle. “Comparatively a garden. It seems to trap more moisture than other spots and rock walls protect it from too much full sunlight. Follow me.”

Foster pulled himself out while hanging on to the rollbar then scurried in following Jones’ long stride. It was just a few minutes walk to the spot. It seemed to be a small oval punched down into the desert floor. On the desert it was surrounded by a legion of standing boulders. Inside, there was five times the vegetation of any of the surrounding area. There was even a patch of grass. To tunnel-weary eyes, it was Eden.

“I found it when we first started up. Been back a couple of times, but I’m the only one who knows about it -- and now you,” Jones said heavily implying that two was enough to know the secret.

“It’s nice,” Foster said and sat against the lone tree in the hollow. “You sure no one else knows this place.”

“Not to my knowledge,” Jones answered pulling a canteen from a knapsack. “I suppose some might accuse me of being selfish for keeping it to myself but, to me, it’s my prayer place when I become frustrated with the hive.”

“The hive? Oh, you mean the tunnels.”

“Yeah, but after all this time I’m beginning to call it ‘the hive.’ I realize the restrictions are necessary, so whenever I get to feeling like a hopeless, mindless drone, I come here to pray and think. It’s a last resort.”

Foster put his hands behind his head. “I know what you mean. The community has a lot of advantages -- especially considering I would have been ‘treated’ to shock therapy until my brain liquefied. But still, there are things I really miss.”

“Like what?” Jones queried while seating himself on a rock.

Several thin white clouds papered the sky where Foster gazed. His answer did not come for a time. “I suppose, in a masochistic sort of way, I miss rain -- I mean, the gentle, steady stuff, not the sudden, on-and-off torrents this desert occasionally sees. I also miss the color green. And ice cream, I really miss ice cream -- though I imagine my cholesterol choked heart doesn’t. What about you, Jones? What do you miss?”

“I miss my family,” he responded softly. “My mom. My sister -- my dad’s dead, but I still miss him. I miss not having my own family -- my own kids. And that’s weird, too. I never really wanted kids before I came here. But then the idea grew on me for some reason.”

“Pretty dangerous world to bring kids into, huh?”

“Yeah, but the world is always dangerous. I suppose the difference now is that I have hope -- hope that eventually the world will be improved. Either by the second coming of Christ or the salting of the world by Christians. Eventually, this mess will end. Maybe having children is a way of saying to God that you know He will win the struggle and that you want your kids to be there when He does.”

Foster paused again. A small warm gust stirred the meager branches of the tree. “That analogy to salt -- like the Biblical saying, ‘You are the salt of the earth’ -- is interesting. It reminds me of what the Old Man was saying to me the other day about it being just a small ‘remnant’ who actually change the course of the culture. It’s like the salt. You just need a little to entirely change the taste of any dish. I don’t know if that’s what Jesus meant by that -- I’m no theologian -- but it makes some sense to me.”

Silence reigned except for the small desert noises. Temperature differences snapped rock, the occasional gust mourned through bushes, and the “ka-a-a” of an unseen bird in search of carrion rippled the stillness.

“You have any kids, Foster?”

“No. It just never happened. Of course, it’s still not too late for you. There are single women in the community -- pretty ones, I might add. And no dummies, either. Take. . .”

“Take your mind off that, Foster. I’ve got a lot of work to do. There’s simply not time to marry and have a family.”

“Time?” Foster chuckled. “Time is the least of your worries. That’s as much an excuse as the ‘terrible world’ excuse. Up until the 1900s, men worked between 12 and 16 hours a day and still raised families. I don’t see the Old Man making you punch a timecard. When you marry, you make time.”

Jones looked to the clouds and considered the older man’s remarks. “Hm-m-m” escaped his lips.

*         *        *

When the two arrived back at the hive, it looked like a hive. People were swarming around the entrance. The whole community seemed to be mobilized.

“What’s going on,” Foster asked aloud knowing that no answer could come from Jones.

Jones quickly returned the buggy and repeated the question to the nearest person. 

“That kid -- Lizard -- is missing. Were forming search parties to find him.

“Foster leaped out of the buggy belying his age and dashed to the crowd. Locating an authoritative voice, Foster moved closer to hear.

“Last seen, Lizard was on the main hill here, so half the searchers will work this mountain. We’ll split up the rest to cover the other two hills. I will coordinate the search here -- Pike will take number two, and Mel Donahey, number three,” the Old Man was saying. 

Russ Kiley stood beside him. His wife Cathy was nowhere to be seen.

“These hills are like a labyrinth and it’s getting dark,” a voice cried out. “We need to call in outside help.” 

A few voices murmured assent.

“We can’t risk exposure,” the Old Man answered. “Besides, it’s pretty early to be that desperate. The boy might just be up there in the open with a sprained ankle. Grab a flashlight and start looking. Those who are searching hills two and three, go over there.” He gestured toward the second hill.

Foster approached the Old Man. 

“Where’s Cathy?” he asked.

“Those who can’t search are on the prayer team. She’s with them.”

The Old Man saw Marty approach the crowd. The Major, for thus he became when he took command, captured the group’s attention.

 He turned to several men and pointed to each one in turn, “You -- take a group up the main trail to the top. Move slowly and flank your men to either side in the rocks. Look for crevasses, caves, and such. You -- take the water collection runoffs to the south, and you -- take the north runoffs.”

Organized into small squads, the people set off on their tasks.

Turning back to Foster, the Old Man said, “You know a lot about the boy, do you have a notion of his favorite spots?”

“Yeah, I could show you some,” Foster answered and grabbed a flashlight. “Come on.”

The two disappeared into the gathering darkness. 

Hours later, Foster and the Old Man -- as well as other groups -- straggled dustily and dirtily into the cavern where the machine room held the community’s vehicles and equipment. The room was large and well lit and had been assigned as “command central” in the search for the missing boy. The room held the air of dispirited weariness. 

As Foster walked through the room, he overheard snips of conversation. Several tired-looking men grumbled about the autocratic decision to eschew outside help. But most were too tired for words.

“The Major called in about half the searchers. He wants them to sleep and begin anew at first light,” the Old Man said. “The others will take their rest when the new shift begins in the morning. I want you in with the morning group, Foster, so go bunk in. It’s nearly midnight.”

Foster did not answer. He knew there would be no sleep in him tonight. Silently, he prayed, “If You are there, please help little Lizard. I know I have no business asking You for favors, but I don’t have any other place to turn.”

Foster slept as soon as his head hit the pillow. His exhausted body had not been so strained in years.

*        *       *

It was still dark when Foster opened his eyes though the stars were beginning to fade in the eastern sky. Every muscle ached as Foster tried to rise and he kneaded his thighs as he swung his legs over the side of the cot.

No time for aches and pains, he chided himself as he painfully drew on his pants.

As he moved down the hall, a woman passed him pacing quickly. 

“They found Lizard,” she informed him. “The Old Man has gathered men in the mess hall for work details. The boy is in an old shaft.”

Foster picked up his pace and headed for the eating area. 

As he entered he heard, “. . . about 70 feet down the shaft. It was an unmarked hole that was probably tried over 100 years ago. Jones has figured the angles and checked his terrain maps and thinks we can meet it by horizontal tunnel coming in from here,” the man pointed to a spot an enlarged map of the hill. “We have to be careful to come in just below the boy and drop him into our laps. If we try reach him from above we could bury him with our diggings. We know that he is alive but we don’t know the extent of his injuries.”

“I still think we need outside help,” a man called out.

The Old Man raised his hand and the room stilled. “I understand your desire to do that,” he answered. “But help is many hours away and they wouldn’t be able to provide better equipment than we already have for at least a full 24 hours. If we start now, Lizard can be out before that time. This kind of emergency is precisely the kind of test of our ability to work together which will determine the ultimate success or failure of our purpose here. If we cannot take care of ourselves in the green tree -- now, when things are relatively easy -- what shall we do in the dry? You have all been given assignments, now let’s get this work done and get Lizard out of that shaft.”

The hum of voices started again and the flow of bodies was toward the door. Foster forced himself against that flow to reach the Old Man. “Are you sure we can handle this? After all, it is Lizard’s life we’re gambling with.”

“That’s true,” the Old Man replied. “But this is no gamble. What I said was true -- it would be at least 24 hours before anything more sophisticated could be brought out here and we can reach him by then. There is no sense exposing the community’s location to the outside if we can accomplish the same by ourselves.”

“But what if something goes wrong?”

The Old Man winced and sighed. “That’s always a possibility, but we have to use the information available to us and make the best decision we can. God doesn’t always speak from the heavenlies, you know.”

The two looked silently at one another for a long moment. 

“What do you want me doing?” Foster finally asked.

*        *        *

Sears was not permitted on the hunt for Lizard -- ostensibly for fear that he might wander too far and set off the explosive in the anklet. The Major assigned him duty refilling canteens for the other searchers and other duties behind the lines, as it were.

Stealthily, while there was a lull in his activities, Sears managed to secret a spare key for one of the desert buggys.

Soon, he thought, Very soon.
*        *        *

The day progressed hotly as the men burrowed into the side of the mountain. Bucket after bucket of crushed sandstone was handed out through the channel of life being extended toward Lizard. Dust literally formed a cloud on the side of the hill which could be seen for miles. Tailings were poured over the side of a berm near the tunnel entrance. The shirtless men were covered with dust-browned sweat as they passed the buckets hand to hand along the line. With methodical precision, without missing a beat, replacements occasionally spelled those longest in the line.

“I need to check the angle of the tunnel,” Jones said to the crew chief. “We’ll have to stop for me to do that. We can’t afford to dig above him or come in exactly where he is.”

The foreman passed the word and the human machine stopped while Jones made his measurements. Above where the old shaft began, Foster had faint contact with the boy in his catacomb through a jerry-rigged intercom which had been lowered into the shaft. The boy’s voice was weak. Foster hoped it was not shock or head injuries but dehydration that caused it. The others could be deadly.

“We are staying away from the edge so we don’t push dirt in on top of you, Lizard,” Foster spoke carefully. “Jones is tunneling toward you and will reach you from underneath. You’ll just sort of drop into his lap.”

There was a small response from Lizard but it was impossible to determine his state of mind. Already, the digging had been going for twelve hours and had been delayed once when a segment of harder rock had been encountered in the horizontal shaft. Cathy, Lizard’s mother, took the microphone and began talking to the young boy.

When the tunneling was finally successful, the boy was rushed inside where the community’s medical personnel examined him. Foster found this time as excruciating as the tunneling. Eventually, the verdict was in -- Lizard was dehydrated and suffering from some shock. The severest damage was to a shattered ankle which, the doctor reported, may never heal properly without surgical intervention that was beyond the resources of the community. Taking Lizard outside for medical treatment would require a UniMed card -- and the risk of exposing the community.

When he was fully healed, the doctor said, Lizard’s climbing would be greatly limited and he would likely acquire a limp. There were some in the community who were not happy with this outcome.

CHAPTER 11

I rode the ancient schoolbus that passed for an underground transport. The price of the ticket had been exorbitant because the seller sensed my desperate circumstances. He asked no questions but obviously jacked up the price to cover “certain risk factors.” The back of the bus contained shelves where riders could stretch out sleeping bags. 

I had neglected to bring mine so I scrunched on the hard bench seat and tried to sleep with my coat covering my legs. The mountain pass we traversed was not snowbound but skiffs of snow littered the ground and the temperature spiked below freezing. 

Most of the crew were aging hippies and young drifters cut loose from colleges and family. Altogether, they were a gregarious bunch, but I withdrew from any offers of company. 

My fears of discovery and feelings of guilt absorbed me and made me appear so much more the fugitive -- though I didn’t realize that this was so.

As I tried to sleep in the afternoon grayed by low, heavy clouds, I started with the realization that I had not left word for Raylene or the collectors that I was fleeing. 

The guy on the other end won’t know I’m coming, I thought with alarm. 

I cast about in my mind for a way to remedy the situation. The signal had been a letter drop -- had it been a phone call, I could have used the next payphone. But there was no help for it. Adrenaline tensed my body. 

What would I do once in Arizona? every nerve seemed to ask repeatedly.

On my second day on the road, I snagged a copy of the Seattle paper. In the Local section, a blurb noted my disappearance. There was a hint that I might be sick or “disoriented.” The picture was a bad one taken by the paper when I was minus a few pounds and plus some of my hair but the general appearance was close enough for recognition. 

Two pages later, apparently unrelated, there was an article that noted the mugging death of a psychological counselor named Ridley Daves in an alleyway in an old part of town. I tried to imagine what they were up to -- not even quite sure who the “they” were. 

Trask? Absolutely! The police? Probably. The brass at the paper? Likely. Just what is their game? I wondered. But I was not up for much deductive reasoning. My mind was crowded with other things.

My false identity as Aaron White would stand fairly close scrutiny but it would be caught by any truly professional inspection. I knew there was probably a manhunt going on and that police agencies would be searching for someone about my age and build. Their search would be aided by the story in the paper whose readers would no doubt be anxious to help. I had to maintain a low profile.

My only hope was that Raylene or the other collectors would see the story in the paper and make the connection that I was headed for the underground. Perhaps they would take it upon themselves to pass the word to the man in Phoenix. On this issue, I could only wait. I passed the rest of the afternoon restlessly nodding and waking in turn. A couple behind me played grating tunes on their disk player while they fondled one another under a blanket as if they were in a private suite. Finally, I rose and found an unoccupied platform in the vehicle, and spread out upon it with my tote bag as my pillow.

“Like to borrow a sleeping bag, mister,” a small feminine voice came after I had fruitlessly tossed for a comfortable position for several minutes. “We have an extra.”

The girl couldn’t have been more than 16-years-old. The young man looked to be about 20 -- maybe more. They were sitting on the bottom platform across the bus from me. Beneath them there was a bedroll spread out and a sleeping bag rolled up at one end.

I was becoming desperate for sleep. 

“You sure you won’t need it?” I croaked.

“Not till we get to Phoenix,” she answered. “That’s where we get off.”

“Me too,” I said. “And I would be most grateful for the use of that bag.”

It took only moments to drop off once I had the small comfort of the bag under me to soften the bed.

When I awoke at midnight, the stale, sweet odor of marijuana hung heavily in the air. I looked around and everyone save the driver and an old hippie were asleep. Outside the terrain could not be discovered. The dimly lighted grayness of the highway and stark glare of a highway sign were the only things to be seen. The old hippie was conversing in a low voice with the driver. It seemed to be a metaphysical conversation as the words “ethereal” and “consciousness” seemed to play a major role. 

Lacking any other diversion, I strained to listen.

“. . . like a cosmic scale of justice,” the hippie ended his thought.

The driver glanced over at the long-haired man. “You really think there’s justice in the universe?”

“Yeah, man. It’s like karma or something. What goes around, comes around, you know!”

“I dunno,” the driver continued. “I mean, where did this ‘karma’ come from? Did it just happen as part of the Big Bang or evolution? Where did ‘justice’ evolve from? And is ‘justice’ an earmark of the next stage of evolution? It seems to me that the unjust -- the oppressors -- are the winners in this world and natural selection always chooses the strongest to survive.”

“Wow, that’s heavy, man,” the hippie responded. “I never thought of that before. What a flash!”

Listening to the conversation was like entering a time machine and going back to the 1960s. It was the kind of philosophy everyone had been talking about then. The old hippie even retained some of the vernacular.

The driver spoke again. “The way I figure it, ‘justice’ is what’s right for me and what I can get away with. After all, if I’m just a part of a Big Bang, cooled into a planet, given life by a chance mixture of chemicals, made human by a series of successful mutations, and placed at the top of the heap by having inherited superior qualities, then where is the place for ‘karma’ or ‘justice’ unless they are just scare tactics to keep the lesser men in their place?”

“Sounds pretty cold, man,” the hippie replied.

“Yeah, it is cold. But then, so is the universe.”

The hippie appeared to think it over for a few minutes. The bus hummed along the highway as if bearing full speed down a tunnel. 

After a time, the hippie ran his fingers through his hair, looked at the driver and asked, “But don’t you think there is any limit on that kind of philosophy? Like, it’s one thing to do your own thing, but that’s gotta be done without busting up somebody else’s thing, right?”

“I don’t know why,” the driver answered. “There are no absolutes of right and wrong, right? Each person decides what’s right for them, right?” 

The hippie nodded and the driver went on. “Then what makes it so-called ‘wrong’ to mess up your ‘thing’ -- maybe that’s my thing.”

“But we have to draw a line somewhere, don’t we?” the hippie asked in surprise.

“What? And establish absolutes again? There aren’t any. And even if we agreed to arbitrarily make some, who decides what they are? You? Me? The government? Well, I’ll tell you who, it’s the strong -- the ones that evolution favors anyway. And guess what? The rules have never applied to them at all.”

“Yeah, but their karma will get them,” the hippie assured.

“Oh, really? Got any evidence of that? Seems to me a lot of these guys get off scot free and there’s no evidence that they get reincarnated -- they’re just dead.”

The old hippie said nothing. He knew his arguments were no match for the driver’s conclusions but he did not know why. The conversation was frightening. The driver’s words did not bother me so much as the old hippie’s inability to respond to the challenge. But it was not simple ignorance. Both actually operated under the same philosophy -- do your own thing -- only the driver was more honest about the consequences of his beliefs. People like him were rare -- fortunately. But the fact that a broad spectrum of people held the same nihilistic belief and still regarded themselves as basically good people was terrifying. The thought of three hundred fifty million Americans each “doing their own thing” -- and with no one allowed to believe in absolutes, much less try to impose them -- was a fearful awakening.

Ideas and Consequences

With a primarily uneducated populace -- or at least one with a stunted education -- it was much simpler to find a home for philosophies that would have been immediately dismantled by critical thinking. People became used to thinking with their glands. If an idea was presented in a way that evoked good feelings, it was accepted. It was simpler to sell the vacuous Desiderata with its “Go placidly among the noise and haste. . .” than to accept the thundering of “Thou shalt not. . .” from Moses on Mt. Sinai. 

In the same way that advertising products was perverted from a display of actual quality to making the consumer feel good about the product, ideas were also marketed. Serious discourse on important issues came down to who had the best feelings attached to their side of the issue. Often times the remnant of those better trained in debate were unprepared for audiences who would not respond to rational, logical debate and facts. They would simply stare at the debater uncomprehendingly. Thus, the advantage went to the sloganeer who best understood the mental temper of the times.

The consequences of the ideas accepted by the popular mind became quickly apparent. 

The overarching belief of late 20th century Americans could be summed up as, Do your own thing. It was variously stated as: 

Different strokes for different folks.

Each person must decide what is right for them.

There are no absolutes.

Right and wrong are situational.

It did not matter if the people actually understood that this was what they believed, the results were the same -- chaos. In the midst of this was a nearly universal acceptance of the maxim, “Your right to do your thing ends where it interferes with my right to do mine.” 

No one, however was quite willing to draw any line on where that interference began. Since no one would draw any lines, the nation was left with hundreds of millions of free moral agents each trying to do their own thing heedless of others doing the same.

Another comfortable idea that gained ascendancy was that there were no “bad” people. This soon flowered into the idea that there were no bad acts, merely responses to bad parents, bad experiences, bad genes, bad memories, or some other stimuli. With this, people could feel good about the wrong they did since they were just “acting out” on some unfortunate past incident -- it was all so easy to understand why people did wrong when they were seen as helpless pawns of their fates.

*         *        *

It was five days before the lackadaisical transport line’s bus pulled into Phoenix. The majority had voted for a two-day stop at the Grand Canyon. The few who opposed it simply had to suffer it. 

I later discovered that it was on the second day at the canyon when the collectors back in Seattle released the first of my scathing societal exposes. The reactions were mixed. Copies appeared all over town and some had been inserted in the local paper along with the ads. The paper and police decried the leaflets as “fraudulent” and “a sick joke.” 

They expressed continued concern for my safety and whereabouts while denying the possibility of my authorship of the tracts. An editorialist for an alternative paper hinted that I had been kidnapped by a “group of fanatic, fundamentalist political regressives” and that I had been forced to write the flyer. Most appeared not to bite on that.

There was shock when the second flyer went into circulation. Regular readers claimed that the writing style was definitely mine but the paper announced that their experts had determined that it was not.

Meanwhile, I arrived in Phoenix. The desert nights were cold and I had no more desire to expose myself to them than to expose myself to renting a motel. 

I made an immediate call to the contact and prayed that Raylene had contacted him.

“This is Aaron White,” I told him. 

There was a silence at the other end then he asked. “Just got in, huh?”

I knew the sequence. 

“Yeah, a long and winding road.” The key phrase came from a now ancient -- and probably forgotten by most -- Paul McCartney tune.

“Winding from where?” he asked.

“From the north,” I replied.

He told me where and when to meet him. I asked at a local bus stop how to get to that location and hopped aboard. It took about half an hour to make my destination but I was there more than an hour early. I sought the transitory solace of a coffee shop across the street from the rendezvous.

The restaurant was large and designed to accommodate travelers from the nearby highway going east. Two rows of paper racks stood sentry outside the double front doors. Several contained local papers but the New York Times, the Los Angeles Times, the Wall Street Journal, and the Washington Post were also represented. 

I selected the L.A. sheet and went inside. I hadn’t had a leisurely meal since leaving home. Even at my stop at the Grand Canyon, the food consisted mostly of brown rice and other undiscoverable “natural” substances, so that even though there was leisure, there was none of what I would consider a meal.

“Coffee,” I signaled the waitress as I sat at a small, two-man booth.

She answered with a questioning look. 

“Real. Leaded,” I answered in response to her wordless query. She brought the globe of the liquid over and filled the cup before me. “I won’t need a menu. Just get me a Spanish omelet, heavy on the cheese, OK?”

She whipped out her electronic keypad and entered the order. “Anything else, sir?”

“That’s it for now,” I smiled in anticipation of the meal. I figured that all the nuts and grains I had eaten in the last few days would more than make up for the cholesterol overdose I was about to encounter. I seized the flavor of each bite. 

I opened the paper and began to browse for interesting stories. My eyes froze on the now familiar picture of my own face. It wasn’t a large story but it chronicled the events since my disappearance and the controversy over the articles I had written. 

Trask was represented as a long-time friend and confidant who said, “It’s a shame that social regressives would take what is developing into a tragedy and warp it to their own ends. This is very disturbing. For all we know, Foster may be dead.”

Yeah , you wish , Trask! I thought. 

I could just imagine Trask and his cronies trying to find a way to make all this fit their agenda.

When I had finished eating, I looked at the clock and realized that it was nearly time for me to be across the street. I dropped a generous tip, paid at the front desk, and headed across the street.

I stood looking about me for several minutes when the words 

“Mr. White? Mr. White?” invaded my consciousness. 

I felt no need to respond until I suddenly recalled my new identity. I turned to see a young man in a small, older model electricar. It was one of the ones made before they had discovered truly compact electric storage batteries. I knew that in the trunk was all motor and under the hood was all battery. The car was still small. It would carry two comfortably -- and three with some judicious squeezing. I stowed my tote bag behind the seat and climbed in without a word.

“I will take you to a safe place, Mr. White. You’ll be there for a couple of days or more while some people talk with you,” the young man explained. 

He seemed barely old enough to be driving much less involved in clandestine operations like this. I guessed that he was a good part Hispanic with his dark hair and complexion. He was a good looking, healthy youth who probably would be involved in sports -- if he were not here fetching a fugitive.

“Sounds OK to me,” I replied.

*        *        *

Two days later, I died. 

The wire story appeared even in the Phoenix paper about the discovery of my body off the side of a hiking trail in the woods. I was stunned to see my own death reported so simply. Trask was quoted as saying what a wonderful, sensitive man I was. I had never been accused of either before.

Police were quick to point out that it appeared that I had been dead for five or six days. 

“This should end those bogus articles we’ve had floating around,” said a captain. 

There were several comments from readers and one from my editor saying what a great writer I was and how I would be missed. The news was even reported on one of the major TV networks. Somehow I didn’t feel like a celebrity.

I was well quartered so there was little chance of discovery but I was a little upset at the way the authorities had faked my death for their own convenience. I wondered what effect the smothering falsehood would have upon the acceptance of my parting shots -- and upon those who distributed them. I later discovered that a small contingent of people believed that I was still alive, though any attempt to acknowledge that was viewed as gross “insensitivity” (Horrors!) and subject to suspicion of psychological problems. 

The gulags would be the end for anyone publicly accepting the articles as genuine. So, as usual, a small underground of people who questioned the status quo grew below the patina of unbridled tolerance and civility.

*       *      *

“It’s a good thing that your contacts figured out what was going on before you got here,” the man told me. He was called Mike and he had me stored in a furniture warehouse on the southern edge of town. 

The young man who picked me up had taken me there and dropped me off without revealing his own name -- I never saw him again.

“But now that we have you debriefed, we have to ship you out,” he continued brushing his long blonde hair away from his eyes. “We have a long ride ahead and we can make no unscheduled stops so use the head now, OK?”

I nodded and headed toward the bathroom door. My kit was already packed and I was anxious to depart after having spent three weeks holed up inside this building. I longed to see something out of doors. Thus I was surprised and disappointed when I was led in through the side doors of a windowless van with a curtain drawn across between the back and the driver’s area. 

“Hey, can’t I sit up front?”

“No can do,” Mike replied. “I’m staying back here with you so you don’t look out. You’re not to know where you are when we get you there. About all you’ll know is that you are in or around Arizona -- and that’s a lot of area.”

“But you know that I checked out, Mike. Why all the secrecy?”

“This goes for everybody except on a need-to-know basis. If you ever went back outside for any reason, you couldn’t lead anybody to the community,” he explained.

I relaxed when I finally saw the wisdom of the method. It was better for the collectors and the communities to fully adjust to secrecy before the need was as great than to try to tighten up the ship after the closer scrutiny began. I sat in the back of the stifling van for many hours. My bladder began to complain -- especially after the roads became rougher. The van would seem to be on a smooth highway one moment, then on a rough track, then back to a smooth road. The van turned and twisted though the roads for most of the day. Mike dozed the whole time. 

Finally, the drive ended. I climbed out after Mike and looked at the surrounding dry hills. From beneath an overhang came a small knot of men. This was my first sight of the Old Man. I would never have guessed that the Old Man was in charge.

I was immediately shown to my quarters and, on the following day, interviewed by the Old Man and two others. 

Over the next week I could feel the unknotting of the tensions that had been building for years and had been greatly exacerbated after my fateful meeting with Trask. The evil wariness drained from me -- though a reserve was held for my new company in the community. 

The religious atmosphere was pervasive, though very natural in its presence. It was with great unease that I lived in their midst as I could almost sense the blood on my hands. It seemed as though the community all knew of my guilt. 

The Old Man, and then Jones, put me more at ease over time. This project helped me to bridge the gap between my old world and this new one.

Probably my most difficult adjustment was having to be so dependent on others as was necessary in the community.

Individuality v Society

One of the immediate results of autonomy of moral values being taught in 20th century America was the inordinate emphasis on the individual over the responsibility to others. Individuality is a cherished Western concept but in former times had been carefully blended with duty to one’s fellow man. 

Thus, in revolutionary times, the Framers of the U.S. Constitution were not afraid to assert freedom of speech because all were in general agreement that this freedom was within certain bounds -- and that those bounds were respective of men’s responsibilities towards others. There was a moral consensus.

George Washington and others pointed out that freedom without self-restraint would be chaos -- and thus it has been fulfilled in the modern age where the freedom itself has become the highest virtue. Man’s inborn perversity and abilities for self-deception had led him to imagine that freedom means having no restraint whatsoever. Yet, man’s greatest periods of progress have all been times when ideas were free and actions were dictated by self-control.

The idea that a person is only responsible for himself (and not even that, when in therapy) for his “values,” led to a societal carelessness about how others were affected by the exercise of various freedoms. Women and children were degraded into objects of pleasure in pornography. “Chronic users of medical services” were ignored to death. Parents were allowed to abandon their children and each other in “no fault” divorce. Even auto insurance assigned no blame for accidents.

Immersing myself in my assigned writing project, helped me begin to appreciate the need for the interdependence of the community. The balancing act in the community was precarious. 

Everyone was expected to bear the safety of the community in mind, but the actual list of rules was kept at a minimum.

I came quickly to love the solace and safety of his new life.

CHAPTER 12

Weeks passed after Foster had presented his proposal to the advisors. No word had yet descended from the august group. 

Foster made his way through the dim corridor leading to the Old Man’s quarters. He had never been to the Old Man’s place before -- no one that Foster knew had. Yesterday he had put in a request to have a private meeting with the Old Man and surprisingly, an reply came instantly -- an invitation to his personal place.

The inside of the cubicle was somewhat larger than Foster’s but the actual living space was smaller. Between the desk, the bed, the files, the extra chair, and the bookshelves, there was barely room to walk. 

The door was open to the corridor and the Old Man sat hunched over a book -- it appeared to be a Bible -- on his desk.

Foster stood in the doorway and just had decided to knock when the Old Man raised his head and turned to him. 

“Come in and sit down, Foster,” he almost whispered. There was age and weariness in his voice. 

Foster settled into the extra chair. 

“I realize you are probably getting impatient for an answer on your proposal. . .”

As the Old Man paused, Foster interjected, “Sir, there is really another reason for my request to see you.” 

The Old Man’s eyebrows raised slightly. 

“You see,” Foster continued, “I would like to add something to my proposal. Not only do I want to go public with my story, I want to go back out there into the night and work with the collectors.”

The Old Man’s brows raised further. 

“And just what would you hope to accomplish?” he asked.

Foster put his hands to his mouth and leaned back to look at the ceiling. “Well, to begin with, my job here is finished -- the manuscripts are done. Another thing is that I am old -- I’ve only got a few years to do something worthwhile. I know there are resisters out there -- people who have managed to educate themselves and their own children but they often lack resources to keep that going without being discovered. I think I can help there. Maybe help set up a loose network for them to support one another. Besides, this is a night I helped create -- it’s my night -- and I want to do something about it. Does that make sense?”

“Yes,” the Old Man answered tentatively. “There are those who will not find their way into any of the communities -- or even want to. Learning to help one another and avoid detection would serve a good purpose. The main thing they need to do is carry on knowledge as best they can and keep it to themselves. Reminds me of a verse in the book of Amos describing a time of judgment that goes, ‘Therefore, at such a time the prudent person keeps silent, for it is an evil time.’ I think this is ‘such a time.’ But your part would be dangerous.”

“Like I said, I’m old. I may as well help out where I can. I’m not any kind of leader, I just want to spend my time doing something useful.”

The Old Man paused and looked directly in Foster’s eyes. “I understand, Foster. But I am concerned about something else. We have become friends over the last year and a half and we have had many wonderful discussions. But I am now -- as I have always been -- concerned for your spiritual state. Especially now that you wish to embark on a hazardous venture. I had planned to tell you today that your original proposal has been accepted, but this new idea puts another spin on it.”

“Well, I’ve given it a lot of thought and I’ve really come to agree with a lot of Christian ideas,” Foster answered. “I think I’m ready to make a bigger contribution to the work. Naturally, I would have to operate in a part of the country where I was not known by face but. . .”

“I know the logistics, Foster. And I have no doubt that you would never betray us, but your being ‘almost a Christian’ will not ease my concern for your eternal safety.”

“How about if I promise to continue seriously seeking? Doesn’t the Bible say that the seeker will find? You have to trust that it is true, don’t you?”

The Old Man leaned back in his chair and heaved a sigh of resignation. “Yes, you are right about that. I will consider your proposal, Foster. I will consider it and trust that God will be with you if you go.”

Both men sat back in their chairs and looked at nothing. Foster had not noticed until now that music softly played in the background. It was quiet and restful. The disk cartridge was ancient and faded but still readable. No Shadow of Turning it said. 

For another quarter hour both sat listening to the music, then Foster excused himself and walked the corridors thinking of what the Old Man had said. 

How does an old man like me make such a change? he asked himself.

*      *      *

“The Old Man’s been under a lot of pressure over the Lizard incident,” Jones explained. “There are really only two families that are making the noise but it creates more turmoil than you can imagine.”

Foster sat with Jones in the hidden retreat and looked at the pale blue sky and squinted at the brilliance of the day. 

“I don’t know what else they think he should have done,” he replied at length. 

“He had to balance the realities of calling in outside help with the needs of the entire group.”

“Some accuse him of playing ‘lifeboat’ -- picking who will die to preserve the group as a whole.”

“That’s ridiculous! If I know anything about the Old Man, he would have tossed the secrecy of the community out instantly if there was any real benefit to calling in help,” Foster returned.

Jones nodded. “I think so, too. Anyway, the two families are going to be leaving. Fortunately, neither of them are among those who could actually identify our location -- they’ve promised not to say anything anyway. And I’m sure they are being straight. They just can’t handle the risks, they say. We are supplying them with new identities -- sort of a reverse collector’s job.”

“So when are they leaving?”

“The Old Man -- as you know -- has agreed to your leaving on your mission, so they will leave when you do. Minimizes the risk. Interestingly enough, Foster, Russ and Cathy have decided to stay on despite Lizard’s injuries,” Jones replied.

Foster looked again at the quiet skies and surroundings. He thought of how he would miss the solitude once he had gone. Two more days , he thought.

*       *       *

Foster packed his tote bag as it stood on the end of his cot. His transportation back to the outer world would arrive soon. It had taken several weeks, but the Old Man finally agreed to send him out to the collectors. In the intervening time, Foster’s journal of his near miss with the psychological gulags, his slaying of the young Ridley, and his flight from the authorities had stirred an uproar back in the Seattle area and the entire Northwest.

The stamp collection had been placed in the vault next to the volume of modern history that he had written. Foster saw no use in trying to continue the collection and there was even certain historical significance to the year-by-year addition of commemorative stamps which he had collected. They belonged in the vault.

As he had promised the Old Man, Foster packed a small Bible in his kit. Beside it, he slid in another small volume that the Old Man had also supplied containing pieces and separate quotes from Malcolm Muggeridge. But as he put it away, he noticed the edge of a small yellow sheet marking a page. His curiosity drove him to retrieve the book and open it to the marker. A small red dot was carefully placed before a single, short paragraph. Foster read it and almost laughed aloud.

“There is a funny book to be written about becoming a Christian in the late 20th century,” wrote the cynical, sarcastic journalist. “The comedy arises from the prevailing assumptions that there must be some extraneous circumstance, such as senility or the fear of death, for so outmoded and reactionary a step.”

How very Muggeridge, Foster thought as he chuckled and continued his packing. And perhaps , very Foster , he added to himself.

A tapping came at the door. 

“Come in,” he called dropping in several pairs of socks. The tall figure of Jones peeked around the door.

“Thought I’d come by and get my own farewells in,” he grinned.

“I would have been disappointed if you didn’t, my friend,” Foster said. “You -- maybe even more than the Old Man -- you, I’m going to miss.”

“I brought you a little something as a momento,” Jones said sheepishly as he handed the older man a package.

“Want me to open it now?” Foster asked.

“Yeah, go ahead,” Jones answered.

Foster pulled the string off from around the brown paper covering. It was definitely a book judging by its shape and weight. When the paper was removed, there was a compact hardbound copy of Confessions of Augustine.

“I figured that it all started from there, and you might want to have a copy around.”

Foster was speechless. It was appropriate for him to carry the volume with him while he did his work. Emotion welled up and he took Jones’ hand in both of his. 

“Thanks,” he croaked.

The rest of his packing took only minutes and both of them left the cell to the central corridor leading out to the desert floor. On the way, the Old Man met them and accompanied them as they went. 

“Looks like high adventure awaits, Foster,” the Old Man said. “Like the old stories of the young man off to find his fortune.”

“Only this is more like the old man off to lose his head,” Foster replied with a smirk. “Still, I may find the ‘wicker gate’ on this trek, if you get my meaning.”

The Old Man grinned and nodded. 

Jones only looked perplexed. 

“An ‘in’ joke,” Foster added looking at Jones.

Outside the sky was mostly clear with a few frail tissues of clouds being ripped across the blue by the jetstream. A vaguely familiar van waited with its side doors open. 

Another blind ride, Foster thought. 

He tossed his bag inside and turned to face his two friends. 

“I guess this is it, huh? I’ve decided to work primarily in the South and the Midwest. My first stop is Missouri -- I have some contacts there that I believe will be safe -- and even sympathetic.”

“We’ll be praying for you,” Jones said. “That’s probably the closest thing to contact we’ll have.”

“Yeah, It’s not like I can write letters or anything.”

“I’m sure you’ll do fine,” the Old Man said. “I just finished reading your manuscript yesterday. A fine job -- it will be a great contribution to our library. I only wish you could stick around and do some more.”

Lizard came from the cave and leaped upon Foster’s neck. There were tears in his eyes. 

“G’bye, Mr. Foster,” he said. He sped off back to the cave as quickly as his hobble would permit.

Foster saw the van’s driver anxiously eyeing him. “I think it is time to go off into the night so I’ll just say good-bye,” he said to the Old Man. 

He turned, climbed into the van, and slammed the door. The engine hummed to life and soon all that remained was a distant dust cloud rounding the rocks at the valley’s end.

Jones shook his head. 

“Missouri, huh? Pretty strange place to start. I wonder where he’ll end up?”

The Old Man smiled. “Oh, I suppose he’ll end up in Celestial City.”

As they watched the dust settle Major Marty ran up. Huffing, he said, “A buggy’s missing -- and we found this.”

In his hand was an opened anklet once worn by Sears.
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